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We ought not to go jogging along improvident, incompetent, waiting for something to turn 
up, by which I mean waiting for something bad for us to turn up.

—Winston S. Churchill

INTRODUCTION: A RETURN TO BASICS AND A CASE IN POINT

Wars and threats of war have driven major democracies to rethink their national security 
strategies. France, Germany, Britain, the European Union, South Korea, and Japan have all 
revised theirs. Several of these nations have already assembled teams for further revisions.1 
President Trump has rejected prior administrations’ thinking, but has not yet, so early in his 
term, publicly clarified a new course.2

The democracies’ quest for fresh thinking has spurred the search for “best practices” govern-
ments might pursue to craft long-term strategies.3 Few doubt the urgency. Russia’s latest inva-
sion of Ukraine, Iran’s multifront proxy war and enduring quest for a nuclear arsenal, and China’s 
rapid military rise and gray-zone aggressions along the Pacific Rim reflect dangerous ambitions. 
Risks grow as Russia, China, and Iran increasingly concert their policies.4

These autocracies are often credited with pursuing long-term strategies, while many com-
mentators maintain that democracies lack the capacity, will, and consistent leadership to do so. 
They see today’s swirling currents of rapid technological change and complex geopolitics as 
defying democracies’ attempts to steer a way ahead—problems compounded by democracies’ 
entrenched bureaucracies, headline-driven media, divided elites, inward-looking electorates, 
and leadership swings. Accordingly, these commentators declare democracies’ efforts at 
long-term strategy a mug’s game.5
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The alternative, steering 10 degrees to port or starboard as winds change, is common fare for 
officials and pundits alike; but there are times when the old heading and conventional wisdom 
are dangerously off course. When new challenges loom, institutional efforts to reexamine 
assumptions and think more broadly may attune policymakers to changing interests, risks, 
and opportunities. President Dwight Eisenhower’s famous assertion that “plans are worthless, 
but planning is everything” suggests flexibility, but not abdication.6

Identifying “best practices” for governmental efforts to craft strategy poses additional problems. 
Successful grand strategies arose in the past by various paths. Today’s major democracies differ 
greatly in their institutions, circumstances, cultures, and challenges. Personalities and personal 
capabilities still matter.

Accordingly, this paper reflects first on generic challenges that commonly confront governments 
seeking to craft long-term strategies. From these it may be possible to reverse engineer 
processes tailored to suit various countries, organizations, and challenges.

To make these musings more concrete, the remainder of this paper discusses an American case 
in point. Scholars generally note only a handful of major institutional efforts since World War II 
that successfully recrafted American strategy.7 In 1989, as the Warsaw Pact collapsed, America 
undertook one of these: a prolonged and determined effort to craft a long-term, post-Cold War 
national security strategy. Notable scholars and practitioners have commended the effort’s 
thinking and, most importantly for present purposes, the underlying processes.8 Whatever the 
readers’ assessments, the efforts undertaken are worth examining for the ways they addressed 
common strategists’ challenges.

ELEMENTS OF CRAFTING GRAND STRATEGY

THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

The first hurdle: Key personnel at various levels need to embrace difficult inquiries to generate 
information, insights, concepts, and priorities that may challenge set beliefs and embedded 
interests. Leaders then need to crystallize these insights into a strategy and display the skill, 
courage, and determination to guide their administrations’ overall pursuit of strategic priorities 
through bureaucratic, domestic, and geostrategic crosscurrents. In democracies, this requires 
leaders to persuade or legally enforce their will while securing at least periodic public support; 
autocracies lighten these burdens through terror. Finally, leaders are wise to reassess their 
course, at least privately, as events unfold.9

Henry Kissinger emphasizes the importance of leadership. “Ultimately there is no purely 
organizational answer” to directing a better way ahead, he writes. “It is above all a problem 
of leadership. Organizational remedies cannot by themselves remove the bias for waiting for 
crises and for the avoidance of long-range planning.”10
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Former French President Charles de Gaulle echoes that bureaucratic skills and institutions 
have never “at any time or in any sphere been able to compensate for the irremediable infirmity 
of a leader.”11

Churchill underscores that weak leadership is not just a contemporary problem, but a persistent 
societal and institutional one. In May 1935, Churchill found: “Want of foresight, unwillingness to 
act when action would be simple and effective, lack of clear thinking, confusion of counsel until 
the emergency comes, until self-preservation strikes its jarring gong—these are the features 
which constitute the endless repetition of history.”12

Modern democracies may be particularly susceptible to kicking hard problems down the 
road until the costs of recovery are high, but the failing stretches more broadly. When 
President Ronald Reagan decried the tendency toward denial and delay, he was adapting 
a point made by Churchill, which Churchill likely took from mid-eighteenth-century British 
Prime Minister William Pitt, Pitt likely took from French theorist Montesquieu, Montesquieu 
took from sixteenth-century Italian pragmatist Niccolò Machiavelli, and, as a classicist would 
no doubt recount, Machiavelli took from the ancients.13

In 1775, with many in the American colonies resenting British imperial restrictions, patriot 
Patrick Henry similarly chided his fellow colonials to face the risks ahead: “It is natural to man 
to indulge in the illusions of hope. We are apt to shut our eyes against a painful truth, and listen 
to the [siren’s] song.”14

In more recent times, the former director of the Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) and then-director of defense research and engineering Charles Herzfeld 
used to cite with a chuckle what he called “Libby’s Law.”15 That law held, only half jokingly, 
that as warning time increases, the likelihood that America will have the political will to 
make use of that time decreases.16

The importance of leadership to forging a new path does not excuse institutional efforts but 
sets the framework for their tasks. Offices developing analysis and insights need in the end 
to influence or support particular leaders and key advisors. American presidents and their 
aides, for example, vary greatly, as the world may have surmised. The best approaches to 
informing or persuading them vary depending on how each approaches complex challenges. 
Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, Nixon, and Reagan, for example, approached determining and 
implementing grand strategies differently. I suspect the same could be said of David Ben-Gurion, 
Churchill, de Gaulle, Margaret Thatcher, Shinzo Abe, and Lee Kuan Yew. Thoughtful and cou-
rageous leadership merits its due.

When leaders are unreceptive, face unscalable political redoubts, or favor different priorities, 
the world does not stop evolving. The laborious and quiet work required to develop informa-
tion, analyses, and insights needs to continue then in the shade. If strategists have judged the 
strategic environment correctly, odds are that anticipated changes or a geopolitical shock will 
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create space for new thinking. Given the importance of the task, analysts and planners must 
ever push their boulder back up the hill. Then, good ideas may return to the light.17

DEVELOPING A SENSE OF REALITY AND DISCERNING A WAY AHEAD

In the light or the shade, successfully crafting a way ahead requires a foundation of sound 
strategic thought. The famed American strategists Herman Kahn and Andrew Marshall have 
noted the requisite linear and nonlinear tasks, arguing that it is important to develop knowl-
edge and draw on experience, but that the complexities of assessing reality and looking to the 
future mean that policymakers must in the end draw heavily as well on judgment, insight, and 
intuition.18 From Japan we hear a similar emphasis on the heavy-lifting linear, and the insight-
ful nonlinear. “Great strategies, like great works of art or great scientific discoveries, call for 
technical mastery in the working out, but originate in insights that are beyond the realm of 
conscious analysis.”19

De Gaulle invokes analysis and judgment. As a young man, he described two foundational tasks 
strategists face if they wish to anchor their thinking with “a taste for the concrete, a sense of 
proportion, and an eye for realities”: “Information intelligently collected and shrewdly analyzed 
limits the problem, makes it possible to establish various hypotheses, and so, to some extent, to 
provide judgment with that solid substratum of fact which it needs to work on.”20

De Gaulle’s twin tasks merit closer attention.

INFORMATION COLLECTION AND SHREWD ANALYSIS

Developing an eye for realities is a task that institutions with resources can tackle. A statesman, 
young de Gaulle wrote, must consider “the actual circumstances and the actual enemy, his 
intentions and means.”21 Strategists need to gauge the long-term strengths, weaknesses, sen-
sitivities, and possible directions of potential foes, friends, and their own country in projected 
circumstances.

In short, crafting grand strategy for the long term presents empirical challenges.22 These are 
hard enough in assessing near-term competitions, and become harder still as political factions 
may respond over years to evolving, real-world dynamics of what Defense Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld famously called “known unknowns and unknown unknowns.”

The challenge therefore is to devote the substantial time and resources needed to cast a wide 
net and to avoid premature conclusions as to what’s unlikely or unimportant. Institutional 
pressures or predilections sometimes discourage the breadth of inquiry and analysis needed. 
Political-military bureaucracies tend to focus on the political-military parts of the metaphori-
cal elephant. They may have excessive faith in their own expertise. They may lack the ability 
to see through other lenses or adversaries’ eyes.

Among other challenges, technical and doctrinal surprises may rapidly upset political-military 
calculations. Consider the unexpected course of the early-2022 war in Ukraine.
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To quote one of Germany’s great military thinkers: “Since this century, war has been refined; 
new and deadly uses have made it more difficult. It is right to review these in detail, so that, 
having carefully examined the system of our enemies and the difficulties they present to us, 
we may choose proper means to overcome them.23

That was Frederick the Great in 1758. As he wrote, Frederick had won great battles; but he had 
suffered strategic defeats nonetheless in three straight military campaigns. He had mistaken 
the Austrian army in the late 1750s for the one he had fought a decade earlier. The Austrians 
in the interim had improved their equipment, forces, tactics, and concepts of operations. 
They would not conform to the war Frederick wanted to fight. What would I do, Frederick once 
famously asked a subordinate, if I were in my enemy’s position? A wise inquiry, but Frederick 
might also have asked, how does the enemy think differently than I do? At year’s end, Frederick 
reflected on his failures and completely changed his political-military strategy as a result.

In the early Cold War, American strategists looked beyond political-military analysis to under-
stand adversaries and challenges at a broader level. They turned to cultural anthropologists, 
organizational behavioralists, ethnologists, physicists, demographers, historians, and psychol-
ogists, among other disciplines. President Nixon decried that CIA analyses lacked any under-
standing of practical politics. History is all about geopolitical forces, journalist Robert Kaplan 
observes, “until it becomes all about Shakespeare.”24

Biases occlude what we “know.” Eighty years ago, George Orwell lamented that “nearly all 
Western thought . . . ​, certainly all ‘progressive’ thought, has tacitly assumed that all humans 
desire nothing beyond ease and security.”25 In the decades since, we have been startled 
repeatedly by the unexpected force of fervent grievances, autocrats’ ambitions, and religious-
fueled hatred.

As celebrated American strategists such as Andrew Marshall and Herman Kahn have observed, 
the task requires tapping the best thinking across a range of disciplines—not just the best 
thinking in an organization, but the best thinking in a country or an alliance.26 This likely 
requires rigorous and repeated efforts within and beyond normal bureaucratic expertise and 
resources.

PROVIDING HYPOTHESES AND JUDGING THEM

Analytic efforts can “limit the problem” and so “to some extent” reach toward the “solid sub-
stratum” of understanding needed for de Gaulle’s second task: to provide hypotheses and 
judge them.27

Offices properly led can devote substantial manpower and expertise to developing, testing, 
and judging interpretations of events, trends, and alternative futures. They can consult other 
parts of the government and beyond for additional insights.

National security professionals in government, like those outside, develop views about what 
goals are sensible, what approaches work, what risks they deem remote or acceptable. Their 
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views can improve administrations’ thinking, or—held strongly enough—lead to Dean Acheson’s 
complaints of slighting elected officials’ guidance. Policymaking sometimes requires choos-
ing between bad alternatives. Bureaucratic portfolios may affect their “sense of proportion,” in 
de Gaulle’s phrase, causing them to judge risks differently from each other or the president.28

From such causes, institutions may fall prey to limiting the scenarios they contemplate, or their 
expertise may slant their judgments. From Gaza in 2023, to Egypt in 1973, to France in 1939, 
to Britain in 1754, history is replete with misjudgments of adversaries and probable events. 
A maxim often attributed to American strategist Fred Iklé holds, “History has more imagination 
than all the planners in the Pentagon.”29

Quality people from a range of disciplines may prove a salve, although not a cure, for provid-
ing analysis and options that can challenge these common afflictions. Yet the very best people 
skilled in various disciplines and open to new thoughts, if otherwise available, are often directed 
or misdirected to tasks arguably less important but politically more urgent.

Even when adequate resources are applied, governments often have trouble judging when 
to wrench themselves onto a costly new course. Incentives are often misaligned. Officials 
who prioritize the near-term risks of action to issues in their portfolio may discount the 
longer-term risks of inaction across national interests. Bureaucracies tend to reward incre-
mentally steady performance and occasional innovations that fall within institutional norms. 
They tend to look askance when judging officers offering alternatives that are at odds with 
entrenched views.

After the fact, the world acknowledged the wisdom in Churchill’s warnings in the 1930s; but 
officials at the time, “though free from wickedness or evil design,” decried the policy and its 
costs. The “delight in smooth-sounding platitudes, refusal to face unpleasant facts, desire 
for popularity and electoral success irrespective of the vital interests of the State . . . ​lack of 
intellectual vigor” that troubled Churchill, are not unknown in other times.30 Had his advice 
been followed and dangers curbed or delayed, many would no doubt have later blamed him 
for steps they could claim were unnecessary or provocative. After the Soviet Union fell, many 
deemed it inevitable, questioned costs incurred, and sought immediate deep reductions in 
defense with only brief study of longer-term consequences.

These observations have implications for institutions that span a range of strategic cultures, 
but they also return us to the challenge of leadership. As noted, crafting sound strategy requires 
a level of analysis for what can be known, but insight must fill out the picture—which, frankly, 
is the bulk of the canvas. The further from the present that the strategist reaches, the more he 
or she must rely on how fundamental forces and probabilities may affect events. A sense of 
history helps broaden the aperture through which policymakers may view future possibilities 
and guide their imagination, but neither intuition nor analysis of current events, let alone of 
unknown futures, can be proven with mathematical certainty to those intellectually, bureaucrati-
cally, or politically opposed. This affects what can be expected by way of consensus from intra-
agency or interagency debates among offices with different views or interests.
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Historians Melvyn Leffler and Jeffrey Legro assert that “long-term strategic planning . . . ​requires 
presidential input, good personal relationships across bureaucracies, excellent intelligence 
assessments, and visionary thinkers as well as policy entrepreneurs who are able to seize the 
opportunity and guide issues in one direction or another.” By contrast, they highlight that schol-
ars may imagine a perfect interagency process for crafting strategy. In this model, presidents 
convene agencies that develop ideas and alternative strategies that they then reconcile or 
from which the president selects.31 The historians observe that reality “often strayed consider-
ably” from these ideals in the postwar era they examined. They point to top officials who lacked 
the taste or endurance for crafting long-term strategy, citing President George H. W. Bush, 
Secretary of State James Baker, National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft, and the Clinton 
administration as examples.32

Even when officials are more inclined to undertake the difficult tasks of crafting strategy, intel-
ligence about the present, let alone the future, often comes to policymakers well hedged and 
inconclusive, and at times proves inaccurate. Top figures in bureaucracies often wrangle and 
stick resolutely to their personal or organizational priorities. For many routes ahead are plau-
sible, future costs debatable.

Consequently, interagency gumming frequently improves near-term policy options but often 
produces long-term strategic mush.33 Future uncertainties fall in the range of intuition more 
than provable propositions that can be reliably resolved through interagency debate or force-
fully instilled in others.

To such real-world concerns may be added a variation of de Gaulle’s maxim: Top government 
posts are held by particular people. They may have risen because they are loyal, highly intel-
ligent, and skilled tactically, but they may not be inclined to think long term or may cling to 
wrong assumptions. It took Iran’s seizure of the American embassy and the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan to convince President Jimmy Carter in his last year in office that he had dan-
gerously misjudged his adversaries. Churchill said of British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, 
“Occasionally he stumbled over the truth, but hastily picked himself up and moved on as if 
nothing had happened.”34

The veils guarding the present and future do not relieve a responsible leader from weighing dif-
ferent views and then choosing the crucial insights and the way ahead, but this then only shifts 
attention to the challenges of implementation. Leaders must overcome lingering disputes or 
resistance within their administration. Otherwise, leaders risk more bureaucratic gridlock and 
strategic drift.

Estimating an administration’s capacity for timely adoption and consistent pursuit of a 
strategy in the face of expected and unexpected developments ranks among strategists’ 
difficulties. Churchill laments that leaders need only decide and pursue what is best, while the 
number-two or -three policymaker must calculate whether the leader will grasp their vision and 
whether numbers four, five, or six will disrupt favored strategies as they unfold.35 Critics revive 
at every obstacle. In Washington, Reagan administration Secretary of State George Shultz 
observed, no debate ever ends.
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Finally, even when a leader can drive his administration on a common course, strategists must 
address broader political will. As noted above, publics may jump precipitously from compla-
cency and considering action “too early” to considering it provocative and “too late.” Having 
adopted a course, democratic leaders in particular have to lead supporters to bear, over time, 
the costs that attend to countering risks and seizing opportunities.

Behind this maze of analyses, conjecture, and the challenges of implementation, ever hovers 
uncertainty. Voltaire contended, “Doubt is not an agreeable condition, but certainty is absurd.”36 
Unexpected strategic shifts frequently mar expectations. Wise strategists seek a wide margin 
for error.

A CASE STUDY: THE 1990 REGIONAL DEFENSE STRATEGY

Of what importance is experience if not digested by reflection?

—Frederick the Great, “Réflexions sur la tactique”

To make these musings more concrete, it may be worth considering a prolonged Department 
of Defense (DOD) process to revamp American strategy after the Berlin Wall fell.37 In the fall 
of 1989, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney called in Under Secretary of Defense for Policy 
Paul Wolfowitz and Joint Chiefs Chairman General Colin Powell. The Soviet-dominated Warsaw 
Pact military alliance had crumbled and the Soviet Union itself seemed in retreat.38 Cheney 
said he would present that winter one last Cold War defense budget. However, before pre-
senting the next one in February 1991, DOD needed to peer ahead and craft a new strategy 
that would tailor America’s forces for times ahead.39

Cheney had launched what would become, in Ambassador Eric Edelman’s words, “a rare example 
of officials attempting to step back and think strategically about the nation’s future at a very 
dramatic turning point in its history.” Edelman compares the effort to Truman’s NSC-68 and 
Eisenhower’s Solarium study from the early 1950s.40 Looking back today, a key to success lay in 
Cheney’s and Wolfowitz’s early commitment to meet the moment’s strategic significance. They 
proved willing to buck political tides and DOD’s entrenched “iron pots” of service preferences.

Wolfowitz assigned the laboring oars to an office he had just created: the principal deputy 
under secretary for policy (strategy and resources) (hereafter, “S&R”). Months earlier, Wolfowitz 
had requested an experienced national security hand, James Roche, and the author of this 
paper to consider how the various offices and resources under his direction (DOD’s “Policy” 
cluster) could improve the department’s ability to craft strategy and policies.41 Wolfowitz sought 
to correct four deficiencies. First, no Pentagon office considered the Soviet Union and Warsaw 
Pact states holistically. Many focused on aspects of Soviet forces, but none, for example, on 
internal Soviet and Warsaw Pact dynamics.

Second, Policy’s analysis of allies and friends was similarly limited to particular military con-
cerns, rather than considering them more broadly, including their internal and regional dynam-
ics and possible future evolution.
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Third, Policy’s planning functions had historically omitted concrete budget and force struc-
ture implications, which rendered Policy recommendations less responsible and impactful.

Fourth, civilians had largely been excluded from reviewing war plans that affected not only 
forces, budgets, and alliance relations, but also the possible conduct and outcome of wars. In 
particular, Wolfowitz foresaw contingencies that the military slighted—an insight soon validated 
when Iraq invaded Kuwait.42

Wolfowitz’s midsummer decision to combine these functions under one office “devoted to 
strategic planning” would help in developing the new strategy Cheney requested that fall. 
Wolfowitz kindly writes that he “persuaded . . . ​Libby to return to government and lead that 
division as principal deputy undersecretary for strategy and resources.”43 But the cracking ice 
of the Cold War and the wide writ of the office he created spoke well to the opportunity. We 
divided S&R’s staff into functional and regional offices, carefully picked their leadership, and 
set them on their strategic tasks.

ANALYSIS: FALL 1989–SPRING 1990

With Cheney’s fall 1989 challenge in hand, Wolfowitz and I considered which topics could 
inform us as we sought to discern a new strategy for times ahead. I assigned small teams 
within each S&R office to analyze specific questions suited to them. The teams were given 
free rein to assess current realities and plausible futures. However, the inquiry as a whole 
proceeded on a close-hold basis solely within S&R to reduce bureaucratic obstacles, com-
promises, and leaks.

Small S&R teams, for example, looked at trends within and among allies and adversaries in 
regions of the world that might prove critical to America’s future. The teams were assigned to 
assess key actors’ strengths, weaknesses, and possible directions in light of their histories, 
likely internal developments, and perceived interests. These inquiries were to go beyond tra-
ditional diplomatic, intelligence, military, economic, and demographic concerns and consider 
less-tangible elements of leadership, organizational capabilities, and national inclinations. The 
teams considered courses countries might pursue, including dynamic responses to alterna-
tive actions and strategies the United States or others might pursue. Other S&R teams looked 
at the galloping “military-technical revolution” and potential future clashes.44 They considered 
how overseas deployments and basing—forward presence—and crisis response requirements 
in one or more future scenarios might be altered to fit changing alignments and times.

I encouraged all S&R teams to tap other DOD offices, intelligence agencies, and outside experts 
on specific topics. Our frequent reliance on intelligence and official sources in day-to-day opera-
tions could not disguise fresh evidence that they had proven far off the mark on important ques-
tions. For example, as former senior official and CIA stalwart Robert Gates acknowledges, “Truth 
be told, the American government, including the CIA, had no idea in January 1989 that a tidal 
wave of history was about to break upon us.”45 CIA estimates of the size of the Soviet economy and 
the burden of the Soviet defense budgets—topics to which the agency had devoted years of major 
efforts—had been far less accurate than assessments by, for example, lead economists at the 
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RAND Corporation. Efforts to look into an unknown future only increased the need for a vari-
ety of viewpoints, including those of outside experts.

As our impressions began to coalesce, an important part of S&R’s efforts included Wolfowitz’s 
insistence on a close examination of force structure and budget implications of the demands 
and forces required for problems anticipated under alternative futures being considered. 
S&R’s contingency planning office, led by a retired lieutenant general and former head of 
planning for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, considered what forces might be realistically required 
under different strategic considerations for possible regional contingencies, for recommended 
overseas basing and future forward-presence operations, and for enduring strategic force 
requirements. They then weighed the likely costs of such projected forces against reasonable 
budget assumptions. These close ties between strategy alternatives and affordable forces tied 
Policy’s recommendations to reality.

During the first six months of these efforts, I instructed S&R offices to spend half of their time 
pursuing their studies. This was a substantial commitment of time and resources, particularly 
considering the other challenges S&R then faced—including policy shifts to adjust to the 
newly emerging Warsaw Pact states, struggles within the Soviet Union, congressional testi-
monies, post-Tiananmen Square relations with China, Japan’s economic bubble, and wide-
spread challenges to DOD programs. Wolfowitz devoted much of his time as well, resulting 
in substantial guidance, revisions, and considerable improvements. In all—setting aside time 
devoted by others in Policy—S&R staff alone devoted roughly fifteen man-years of effort.46

While this analytic work proceeded, Wolfowitz recommended to Secretary Cheney a series of 
lengthy Saturday seminars and studies that featured the thinking of America’s leading outside 
experts. Secretary of State George Shultz, for whom Wolfowitz had worked, had used such 
seminars to avoid the “tyranny of the in-box” and to balance the needs of action with reflec-
tion. Cheney readily agreed, and S&R prepared lengthy seminars that considered, for example, 
dynamics in key nations and Soviet republics.47 He and we regularly absorbed official reporting 
but also attended closely when other experts’ views differed.

Wolfowitz also invited me to participate in informal working sessions with his National Security 
Council and State Department counterparts on how the United States should think about the 
rapidly changing international environment.48 These meetings tapped the unofficial thinking of 
key interagency players to assess where US interests lay and what courses might be possible.49

As we proceeded, Cheney directed that we be explicit about how alternative futures might 
arise, what warning signs to look for, and the potential consequences for national interests 
and DOD force requirements. Accordingly, we envisioned both responsible, forward-leaning 
drawdowns and “off-ramps” that would slow or reverse reductions in specific forces should 
events warrant additional prudence.

During this period, we drew heavily on preexisting analyses and insights developed in Policy’s 
Office of Net Assessment (ONA). Its legendary director, Andrew Marshall, had developed and 
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funded over years extensive outside expertise on the Soviets, selected regional challenges, 
technological disruptions, military balances, economic influences, competitive strategies, 
and lessons from historic geostrategic competitions. For example, in the mid-1980s ONA had 
already begun serious efforts to consider China’s future direction and capabilities. These 
insights, ONA’s ways of looking at the problems, and the bench of experts ONA had developed 
had enormous impact on our strategic thinking.

CRAFTING AND PRESENTING THE STRATEGY, 1990-1991

As these analytic efforts proceeded, my small front office staff and I studied the analyses, 
sought patterns and discontinuities among them, and began to see how they might be drawn 
together. We examined earlier strategists’ works and the twentieth century’s record of antici-
pating strategic shifts.50 We found the failures frequent, dramatic, and sobering. Among the 
topics discussed were America’s record on addressing strategic changes and possible devel-
opments that might affect our future strengths, weaknesses, and national interests.

Wolfowitz and we recognized multiple complications, but early on some main observations 
and themes emerged. During the Cold War, an overwhelming Warsaw Pact threat loomed on 
short notice to overrun Western Europe’s meager conventional defenses. NATO expected to be 
able to resist for only a short while before resorting to tactical nuclear weapons. The collapse of 
the Warsaw Pact had pushed that threat hundreds of miles eastward. A weakening Soviet Union 
seemed less capable of mounting massive attacks and, over time, of matching our military’s 
high-quality forces and technological advantages. Other major states of the world were likely 
to remain our allies and friends, and the newly freed Central European states sought to join the 
West. No hostile alliances threatened us. No critical region of the world that could generate 
major conventional threats to us was at risk, but regional challenges could arise.

In short, we had won great geographic, military, and diplomatic depth to our strategic posi-
tion. Our consideration of key regions suggested that we could, at reasonable costs and risks, 
preserve or enhance this strategic depth. For this, we would require strong alliances, contin-
ued forward presence of our forces, quality forces capable of responding to regional crises 
far from our shores, and research and development programs to enhance our technological 
edge. These elements could reassure allies, attract new friends, and dissuade challengers. We 
could secure our future at a lesser cost without squandering advantages as the United States had 
done so often in the past.

That winter of 1990, without rushing to judgment, DOD began to reveal agreed-on elements 
of our still-developing thinking. This did not quiet domestic critics seeking an enormous 
“peace dividend” but helped to prepare the battlefield of ideas.51 For example, in early 
February Secretary Cheney revealed before an open session of the Senate Armed Services 
Committee that DOD was looking at questions related to a new strategy and major force cuts.52 
He previewed some of these, highlighting “enduring elements” of our thinking, elements such 
as strong alliances. Later that month, in remarks before the Defense Science Board and the 
Senate Armed Services Committee, I noted potential regional risks, including, for example, of 
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the unfolding “military technical revolution” and of the Kremlin seeking to reassert control in 
former Soviet territories. I invoked America’s historic efforts to safeguard our interests by pre-
serving the strategic depth essential for freedom to flourish.53

Ultimately, in line with Cheney’s guidance and insights, Wolfowitz and we completed a draft 
strategy. It drew on analyses and insights derived over months of reflection. The strategy (sum-
marized toward the end of this article) envisioned a way ahead for the long term, with flexibility 
for unexpected developments. It had realistic resource constraints, as it was paired with S&R’s 
notional base force and anticipated defense budgets.

In late May 1990, Wolfowitz officially presented the proposed new, regionally oriented defense 
strategy to Cheney and top DOD officials at the Defense Planning and Resources Board (DPRB).54 
Chairman Powell’s subsequent presentation of the Joint Chiefs’ independently developed 
“base force” recommendations comported well with the notional force structure S&R had 
envisioned under the proposed new strategy. Both recommendations countered political 
forces calling for much greater retrenchments in strategy and forces. Cheney and senior DOD 
leadership endorsed the Policy and the Joint Chiefs’ work.

In an Oval Office briefing shortly thereafter, Cheney, Wolfowitz, and Powell presented the new 
defense strategy and force structure to President George H. W. Bush. He adopted the proposals 
and at once directed preparation of a major speech, curbing prolonged interagency debate.55

On August 2, 1990, at Aspen, Colorado, the president announced America’s new regional 
defense strategy and calculated reductions in US forces.56 Ironically, this was the very day 
Saddam Hussein invaded Iraq, underscoring the strategy’s focus on post-Soviet contingen-
cies threatening regions of the world critical to US interests.57

By late 1990, all elements of the new defense strategy and base force had been presented 
publicly multiple times by the president and DOD officials. These 1990 speeches and pro-
nouncements, while refined at the margins over the next two years, formed the core of the 
subsequent documents and pronouncements on the new defense strategy by the president 
and department.58

In early 1991, in the midst of the Persian Gulf War, Secretary Cheney prepared to present the 
first post-Cold War defense budget. He directed S&R to prepare lengthy congressional testi-
mony about the new defense strategy to accompany the submission—the challenge he had 
set more than a year earlier. His testimony covered at some length the new regional strategy 
and tied it to dramatic but measured cuts in spending and forces.

The next morning, to drive his thinking into all corners of the department, Cheney gathered 
DOD’s senior staff. He required them to “read and use” his congressional testimony. “It sets 
the course we are charting,” Cheney declared. The strategy underlaid many subsequent DOD 
policy decisions, including those regarding major defense program reviews, overseas basing, 
and defense relations with other states.
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In fall 1991, after the Gulf War, President Bush gave a second major address that reaffirmed his 
administration’s continued support for the regional defense strategy and applied its reasoning 
to future force structure decisions.59 The following year, to spread broader understanding and 
acceptance, the strategy was presented publicly in multiple addresses to foreign policy-oriented 
audiences and repeated testimonies at multiple levels before congressional committees.

Remarkably, as the 1992 national elections approached, the Democratic-led Senate Armed 
Services Committee reported: “The committee has been pleased with the greater involve-
ment of the USDP in the formulation of strategy and contingency planning and in the better 
linkage between strategy and resources. Much of this effort has resulted from the creation of 
the office of the Principal Deputy Under Secretary (Strategy and Resources).”60

Over these years, Wolfowitz and S&R continued to test analyses and insights related to the 
new strategy. These turbulent times often raised strategy-related challenges to US strategic 
depth, alliance relations, and regional contingencies. They included, for example, defense 
relations with former Warsaw Pact states and former Soviet republics; German unification; 
new arrangements for reduced nuclear deployments; and major defense program reviews.61

Saddam Hussein’s August 1990 invasion of Kuwait raised the first test of the new strategy’s 
charge to preserve strategic depth in regions critical to the interests of America and its allies. 
The war tested, for example, capabilities needed for distant regional crises, implications of 
precision weapons for current and future expeditionary operations, alliance burden sharing, 
and readiness for handling proliferated chemical or biological weapons. After the war, S&R 
wrote the congressionally mandated “Conduct of the Persian Gulf War Report” that evaluated 
the challenges of coalition warfare and examined in detail the performance and future pos-
sibilities of old systems and new technologies and doctrine.62 These efforts drew from and 
enriched DOD’s consideration of themes of the new strategy.

For example, the Gulf War proved that, even absent a looming Soviet global threat, the 
United States had the will and capacity to lead coalitions effectively in distant regional crises. 
Initial military planning suggested that the US and its coalition could incur heavy casualties 
if it launched an offensive campaign to drive Iraq’s large and battle-tested army from Kuwait. 
As Cheney recounts in his autobiography, Policy had first proposed and S&R had done the 
preliminary analytic work on an innovative, surprise “left hook” (or “western excursion”) 
ground campaign that, combined with airpower, could force Saddam’s retreat. As ultimately 
developed and skillfully executed by US Central Command (CENTCOM), air attacks and the 
left hook spearheaded an unexpectedly quick coalition victory with far fewer US and coali-
tion casualties than many experts had otherwise predicted.63 Wolfowitz’s summer 1989 insis-
tence on adding a civilian contingency planning capability within S&R had proven its value 
dramatically.

The Gulf War also tested the strategy’s call for greater alliance burden sharing. Reversing 
Saddam’s aggression was critical for many states. These included not just Kuwait, which had 
been overrun, but Saudi Arabia, whose rich oil fields lay within Iraqi striking distance just south 
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of Kuwait, and nations such as Japan that were heavily dependent on Middle East energy. 
US and allied diplomacy helped to persuade dozens of states to assist the effort in ways that 
had become conventional in the Cold War world, such as providing forces and overflight and 
basing rights.

These forms of burden sharing were significant, but in S&R’s view fell short of the contributions 
from allies that the new era permitted and the new strategy sought. In a prewar interagency 
meeting on easing the war’s burdens on small debtor nations, Policy’s highly capable Assistant 
Secretary Henry “Harry” Rowen first raised the notion that the United States, then (and now) 
the world’s greatest debtor nation, should also receive up to $2 billion in relief. As Policy con-
sidered the war’s likely burdens, I noted that defeating Iraq’s ambitions in any reasonable time 
frame was only possible because of years of US investments in defense. The US was also 
risking the bulk of the troops in the operation. I recommended that it would better fit the new 
strategy for financially capable allies and friends who shared America’s interests in the region’s 
security to bear more of the considerable financial costs America would incur in ejecting 
Saddam from Kuwait. This would be burden sharing that fit the new strategy.

At Cheney’s and Wolfowitz’s direction, DOD’s superb comptroller, Sean O’Keefe, worked 
closely with S&R to estimate US costs.64 In the end, with the help of talented Secretary of 
State James Baker and Treasury Secretary Nicholas Brady, two diplomatic trips (dubbed Tin 
Cup I and II within DOD) raised more than $50 billion from allies to cover most of America’s total 
operational costs in the war.65 Japan, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait contributed more than two-thirds 
of this amount. The large sums raised also helped greatly to strengthen congressional and public 
support for liberating oil-rich Kuwait.

The strategy’s emphasis on shaping the future in part through stronger alliances also called, 
for example, for furthering defense relations with new democracies in Central Europe and 
the former Soviet Union, including Poland, today’s Czech Republic, and Ukraine.66 Secretary 
Cheney’s approval of my early 1990 trips to those ends into Central European capitals put 
DOD at odds at times with other parts of the administration.

Moving farther east, the Soviet collapse during early months under the new strategy raised 
the possibility of reducing US deployments, including those of theater nuclear forces. Arms 
control enthusiasts envisioned opening new US-Soviet negotiations leading to binding arms 
control agreements. However, the new strategy projected both the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) to third countries and uncertainty about future foes and contingen-
cies. To keep faith with that strategic thinking, I suggested, as Wolfowitz recounts, that America 
should unilaterally reduce whole classes of its forward-deployed weapons and challenge the 
Soviets to do the same.67 This would circumvent lengthy negotiations for arms control trea-
ties that might unwittingly tie down America in facing future proliferated threats or Kremlin 
revanchism. Bush, Wolfowitz, and Cheney artfully pushed this approach. Presidential Nuclear 
Initiatives I and II brought quick and nonbinding US and Soviet reductions and proposed 
limited defenses against “ballistic missiles strikes—whatever their source,” fitting the new 
strategy’s focus on flexibility in facing an uncertain future.68
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Taken together, these and other early, real-world experiences added texture to DOD thinking 
but did not fundamentally alter the analyses and insights developed or the strategy crafted in 
1990–91.69

Public and departmental presentations of the new strategy continued in winter 1992 congres-
sional testimony, in DOD’s February 1992 Annual Report, in the classified Defense Planning 
Guidance (DPG) issued in mid-1992, and in the unclassified Regional Defense Strategy of 
January 1993.70 Consistency and congressional acceptance advanced the strategy’s imple-
mentation and impact, which many scholars conclude affected elites’ thinking and adminis-
trations’ directions for a decade or more.

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE REGIONAL DEFENSE STRATEGY 
AND ITS IMPACT

The current focus on processes that may advance crafting of successful strategies slights the 
content and impact of the 1990 strategy. In a nutshell, from early 1990s congressional testi-
mony through the subsequent Regional Defense Strategy, DOD asserted that the end of the 
Cold War left America with strong alliances, receding threats, and a military-technological 
edge that provided significant depth to its current strategic position.71 However, the new era 
“had not eliminated age-old temptations for nondemocratic powers to turn to force or intimi-
dation to achieve their ends,” and it would remain important to preclude them from “domi-
nating critical regions that could generate a significant threat to our security.”72 Accordingly, 
America could replace containment, where global competition with the Soviets forced 
involvement in many areas, with a more tailored Regional Defense Strategy. It called for for-
ward presence and crisis response capabilities to reassure allies and friends by deterring 
adversaries, particularly in key regions. It provided for strategic forces and defenses to dis-
courage nuclear threats to America, and, acknowledging the unpredictability of events, called 
for capabilities for timely reconstitution of our forces should major threats emerge.

The strategy identified and discussed the critical regions and other particular concerns. It 
warned, for example, that an undemocratic regime could reemerge in Russia and remilitarize 
to regain lost portions of the Soviet empire; that relations with China must be set on a realistic 
basis to preclude destabilizing military rivalries and threats to freedom of the seas that could 
endanger our key political and economic interests in Asia; and that a rejuvenated Iraq or a 
rearmed Iran could move in the future to dominate the Gulf and its resources. While empha-
sizing threats of major regional warfare that drove the majority of defense needs, the strategy 
also anticipated risks from and the need to counter the spread of weapons of mass destruc-
tion and to address, in the strategy’s terms, “low-intensity conflict, which includes terrorism, 
insurgency, and subversion.”

Many leading figures of that time proffered threat-based strategies that, in their view, justi-
fied deep cuts to reflect the passing of the Soviet threat.73 The Regional Defense Strategy 
saw broader purposes for US forces.74 Most notably, it emphasized the importance of US 



16    LEWIS LIBBY  U  “BEST PRACTICES” IN CRAFTING NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY—REFLECTIONS AND A CASE STUDY

capabilities and leadership to enhance cooperation with and contributions from current and 
future allies. Alliances, the strategy emphasized, were a strategic American advantage, essen-
tial to augmenting US strength and decreasing US burdens. Among other advantages, deep-
ening and broadening alliances would help to avoid excessive renationalization of foreign 
forces, including those of allies, which many scholars expected after the Soviet threat passed.

The strategy’s approach varied also from voices at the time that emphasized America’s “uni-
polar moment” or “sole superpower” status. These risked making defense investments seem 
like a matter of status or ego, rather than a tool for protecting important US interests. They 
undercut the new strategy’s firm contention that US alliances were an essential element of 
the strategic depth we had won and of securing the future. Sole superpower pronouncements 
also risked the public underestimating the importance of shaping critical regions before they 
became greater problems and overestimating US capabilities in challenging regional contin-
gencies. Being a sole superpower did not mean we could easily win regional fights against 
determined foes at acceptable costs. The essence of the new strategy was to avoid historical 
patterns in which complacency cut hard-to-rebuild defense capabilities while allowing new 
threats to emerge.

To these broad ends, then, the strategy prioritized enhancing alliances, ensuring quality US 
personnel, advancing our technological advantages, maintaining maritime superiority, and 
ensuring that America held sufficient forces, forward presence, munitions, spares, lift, and 
production capabilities to preclude or resolve crises favorably. Recognizing possible political 
costs that would challenge our will and capabilities in important regional operations, the strat-
egy called not just for alliance burden sharing but for “capabilities that minimize the need to 
trade American lives with tyrants and aggressors who do not care about their own people.”75 
As noted earlier, the strategy carefully weighed its requirements against anticipated chal-
lenges and resource constraints well below Cold War levels.

Protecting freedom would never come without costs, but the strategy asserted that “America 
and its allies now have an unprecedented opportunity to preserve with greater ease” our inter-
ests through uncertain times.76 While DOD’s work formally guided defense strategy, it noted 
its service to broader US international and domestic goals.77 It included, for example, think-
ing in line with the geoeconomic strategy then being developed in the State Department.78 In 
short, while not strictly presented as a grand strategy, it had clear implications for the broad 
reach of US policy.

Scholar Hal Brands describes DOD’s thinking as outlining a “holistic approach to post–Cold 
War strategy.” He contrasts its endorsement of continued American leadership, recommended 
most clearly by DOD, with widespread notions in the late 1980s and early 1990s that sought 
American restraint or withdrawal to avoid American overreach, renationalization of major 
states’ forces, or bandwagoning against America. Brands and Edelman find that the Cheney 
strategy better judged that American power and engagement could avoid these undesirable 
outcomes.79



HOOVER INSTITUTION  U  STANFORD UNIVERSITY    17

Brands concludes that the concepts laid out in the Regional Defense Strategy were “broadly 
affirmed by the [Bush] administration” including during its final months.80

As Bush’s tenure expired, the National Security Strategy explicitly endorsed the approach 

laid out in the Regional Defense Strategy, and even echoed—verbatim—concepts includ-

ing the importance of “strategic depth” and the democratic “zone of peace.” The lessons 

of the new era, the 1993 National Security Strategy argued, were already clear:

that we cannot be sure when or where the next conflict will arise; that regions criti-

cal 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. To this 

end, the document endorsed the retention of critical power-projection capabilities 

and overweening military power.81

Brands determines that “with a quarter-century of hindsight,” some of the key premises of the 
strategic thinking laid out most clearly by DOD and contained in the regional defense strategy 
held up relatively well over time and “seem fairly incisive.”82

As shown above, there was a direct line from DOD’s 1990 thinking, through Bush’s August 1990 
Aspen speech announcing the new regional defense strategy and his fall 1991 speech reaffirm-
ing that strategy, through Cheney’s and other DOD leaders’ congressional testimonies in early 
1991 and early 1992, and through the final Defense Planning Guidance and its unclassified 
counterpart, the January 1993 Regional Defense Strategy.83

Former Yale professor Donald Kagan and his coauthor, American Enterprise Institute senior 
fellow and director of its Critical Threats Project Fred Kagan, both historians, considered the 
strategy as set forth in Cheney’s testimonies to be “impressive strategic thinking at an unusu-
ally high level.” They note its “clear . . . ​exposition of the true lessons of the past at such a 
critical time.”84

The thinking and force structure that lay behind the Regional Defense Strategy, as James Mann 
and others have found, became generally mainstream, consensus US foreign policy views over 
the next decade. Mann describes the Defense Planning Guidance as “one of the most signifi-
cant foreign policy documents of the past half century.” Its impact carried over through the 
Clinton years and into Bush 43.85

Finally, some fault the 1993 Regional Defense Strategy as not sufficiently anticipating the threat 
of Islamic terrorism as it emerged with the attack of 9/11. As noted above, the strategy did cite 
the threat of terrorism, the dangers posed by proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 
and the risks of critical regions, including the Middle East, falling under the control of hostile 
powers. These same concerns spurred subsequent administrations’ fight against terrorist 
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groups of global reach that sought, among other ends, to topple Saudi Arabia and regional 
governments, as well as five administrations’ efforts to reduce the risks of a rogue regime 
in Iraq holding weapons of mass destruction. Capabilities envisioned under the Regional 
Defense Strategy did include ways to strike terror groups when they could be found. Finally, 
the Regional Defense Strategy urged the development of counterinsurgency doctrine and 
capabilities, an approach that was woefully absent from US policy, most notably in Iraq until 
the successful surge announced in early 2007.86

Nonetheless, it remains true that the strategy could have spent more time on the Islamist 
threat and counterterror and counterinsurgency capabilities; considered more fully how the 
expanding WMD threat would enhance areas of concern; addressed how to handle conun-
drums posed by rising regional states; and voiced greater concern for investing more heavily 
in biological defenses. The latter shortcoming, especially, remains true to this day. Ideally, the 
strategy would have been followed by efforts to develop and revise over time substrategies 
for each of the critical regions and challenges. This approach might have been pursued had 
there been a second George H. W. Bush term.

CONCLUSION

Institutional efforts at crafting long-term national security strategies may help democracies 
steer successfully through the swirl of contemporary events, but they require determined 
leadership at various levels, rigorous analysis of the real world, and insights to pierce an ever-
uncertain future. These elements are not readily achieved, especially given democracies’ 
historic predilection to focus on immediate issues and kick down the road efforts at heading 
off future problems. However, properly led and resourced offices have the potential to tap into 
and advance a nation’s best thinking. Such efforts can analyze trends and test hypotheses 
about alternative futures, always granting unpredictability its due. They can provide the “solid 
substratum of fact,” in de Gaulle’s terms, for sound judgments about a range of futures and—
allowing a healthy margin for adjustment—the best strategic course to pursue. Having such 
a strategy in hand can, in turn, help steer policy through the buffeting of troubled times and 
unexpected developments.

A thousand challenges lie beneath these general observations when crafting strategy for a 
real-world competition. Scholars commonly cite a handful of major institutional efforts at craft-
ing long-term strategies in the early Cold War. This essay has examined such an effort at the 
end of the Cold War to show one way in which such challenges have been addressed.

From 1989 to 1993, a compartmented effort within the US Defense Department undertook to 
analyze the future security environment and to develop a new strategy and defense posture for 
the post-Cold War era. This effort and the resulting Regional Defense Strategy ranked among 
the most thorough such studies and most dramatic revisions of US strategy in forty years.

World-changing events, Secretary Cheney’s vision, and Under Secretary Wolfowitz’s insights 
and 1989 reorganization of Policy offices to allow more holistic planning enabled this effort. 
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President George H. W. Bush’s quick 1990 endorsement and successive reiterations empowered 
the thinking and helped to embed it in plans and forces to come. Along the way, the Regional 
Defense Strategy and the thinking that underlaid it helped policymakers through such difficult 
challenges as weighing strategic priorities in various regions of the world, gauging international 
commitments, choosing among alternative future force structures, assessing efforts at alliance 
burden sharing, and weighing ways to achieve international arms reductions.

Dedicated institutional efforts underlaid this effort’s significant shift in US strategy. Substantial 
resources and various practices, including closely held small-group taskings and tapping of 
outside expertise, led to a “solid substratum” of understanding about the current and alterna-
tive future security environments. These practices suited Cheney and Wolfowitz. They enabled 
leaders at various levels to develop analyses and insights that advanced consideration of alter-
native futures and allowed them to craft and implement a strategy that matched the times.

Noted scholars contend that the Regional Defense Strategy guided US thinking well into the fol-
lowing decade. Whether that strategy ultimately fell short in the twenty-first century, or whether 
it was abandoned or improperly pursued in later years, is a subject for separate inquiry.

Regardless of such assessments, the efforts undertaken to develop the strategy, including in 
particular the prolonged efforts that stretched from 1989 into early 1991, merit some atten-
tion. They may inform the kinds of tasks that future long-term strategists consider in crafting a 
way ahead. In this new era of great-power competition, the processes followed and cautions 
raised by the Regional Defense Strategy three decades ago retain fresh relevance.
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