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				Preface

				In a remarkable turnaround from the national security politics of just a decade ago, Democrats and Republicans have recently opted to carry out deep cuts in military spending as a central plank in the nation’s new effort to reduce deficits and shore up economic strength. Gone is the hawkish consensus that followed 2001 and led to a near doubling of the defense budget over the next half dozen years, as the nation found itself in not one but two wars. Gone, it might seem, is the predictable Republican tendency to support defense at all costs and always to ensure that GOP political candidates are seen as tougher than their Democratic rivals. Gone is the notion that an incumbent president seeking reelection must avoid any talk of cutting military spending in a time of war.

				Now it appears that the military budget may be cut by up to a trillion dollars over a decade, far more than the $400 billion in twelve-year savings that President Obama had proposed in his April 13, 2011, speech that signaled the White House’s full engagement on the deficit issue. That is above and beyond savings that will result naturally, and indeed are already resulting, from troop drawdowns in Iraq and Afghanistan.

				And these will be real cuts. The administration’s earlier plan, as seen in President Obama’s February 2011 budget proposal to Congress for fiscal year 2012, had already taken away most of the growth in the longer-term military budget, reducing it to around 1 percent a year in inflation-adjusted terms. But most military costs rise about 2 percent a year above inflation. Perhaps reforms can change that trend, and this book examines several possible ideas for making the attempt. But doing so will be hard, and any progress will be incremental. The 2 percent annual real growth figure reflects a well-established historical tendency and arises from the fact that many areas of defense activity—health care, environmental restoration, weapons purchases, pay for troops and full-time civilians—tend to rise in cost slightly faster than the inflation rate.1 So it will be necessary to cut forces, weapons, and operations to at least some degree.

				Defense cuts are appropriate, even above and beyond the $150 billion or so in annual spending that will naturally go away as forces come home from Iraq and Afghanistan. Our nation is in economic crisis, exacerbated to a large degree by a huge budget deficit and unhealthy level of accumulated debt. This dilemma also constitutes a national security challenge for the United States; no great power can remain great if the economic underpinnings of its strength erode. And to attack the deficit in a serious way, defense must be on the table—just as all other major elements of federal spending, as well as the tax code, must be. Put differently, it is appropriate to factor economic constraints into American military strategy. That is because, from a national security vantage point, the overarching policy goal should be to minimize risk to the nation. And economic weakness is itself a risk.

				But before we ask the Pentagon to provide a disproportionate share of spending reductions, as some would counsel, we need to sit back and think. Issues of war and peace are too fundamental to our nation’s well-being to be guided by emotional reactions to an economic downturn that, however important, is nonetheless still a temporary phenomenon. We have spent decades building up the best military in the history of the planet and also helping establish an international system of alliances and other security relationships that has prevented another major-power war for almost seventy years. Care is required in changing it. Yes, the defense budget is huge—at nearly $700 billion a year it is one fifth of all government spending, and nearly the equal of all military spending by all other countries on Earth combined. But it is not large in historic terms as a percentage of our economy; it clocks in at about 4.5 percent of gross domestic product, in contrast to levels around 6 percent under President Reagan and 8 to 10 percent under Johnson, Kennedy, and Eisenhower. And the defense budget is a bargain if the alternative is a higher risk of war.

				Nor is America currently a militarized society that somehow needs to reorient its economy or culture. Even if one counts the National Guard and Reserves, only 1 percent of the population is in uniform, compared with more like 2 percent in the latter decades of the Cold War and even higher figures before that. Modern America is more notable for the distance between the average citizen and its all-volunteer armed forces than for any overmilitarization of its society.2

				Making national budgetary decisions with huge strategic impact cannot be done as an arithmetic exercise. Nor should it be done as part of a grand deficit bargain in which some parties trade away several chips’ worth of defense spending in exchange for so many tax cuts or tax increases or entitlement reforms like bargaining chips in a poker game. Yet that seems to be the tendency in Washington today. While it is reasonable, and right, to rethink defense spending in light of our economic straits, we must also ask what our military is for, and what role do we as Americans want to play in the world of the twenty-first century.

				This short book, then, aims to spell out the implications of large-scale reductions for American military policy and national security. My bottom line is conditionally supportive of the idea of cutting $350 billion over the next decade—as has already been agreed in the first round of the August 2011 debt deal between President Obama and the Congress. (That cut would actually exceed $400 billion when measured against the Pentagon’s previous assumptions or “baseline,” because the Pentagon had been planning on some growth above and beyond the inflation rate; by contrast, the $350 billion reduction is measured against a default plan that assumes only enough dollar increase each year to compensate for inflation.) That would translate into a total budget for the Department of Defense, expressed in 2011 dollars, of slightly more than $500 billion a year by mid-decade, in contrast to Reagan-era levels that exceeded $550 billion, current levels today slightly more than $550 billion once war costs are excluded, and Clinton levels around $400 billion.

				Some reductions can be found by eliminating pure waste. Some can be found by steps like asking nondeployed military personnel and nonwounded veterans who are using the Department of Defense’s health-care system to pay insurance premiums more in line with what the rest of the country considers standard, and also to accept a new military retirement system. The bulk of it will, however, have to be found by cutting real military capability and as a result accepting real additional risk to the country’s security. Among other things, the military will become smaller. It might wind up at about 1.4 million full-time troops, in contrast to current levels of about 1.6 million (including mobilized reservists and normal “full-time reservists” who work in administrative jobs), Clinton-era levels around 1.45 million, and Cold War strength that ranged from 2 million to 3.5 million uniformed personnel. The book presents a strategy for making such cuts with the minimum of adverse consequences for the United States and its allies.

				But to argue that cuts of this magnitude can be made risk free, as some purport, is not consistent with the realities of the situation. And while there is no exact threshold for crossing into the danger zone, and while calculations relating defense budgets to military power or broader strategic risk are admittedly uncertain, to cut substantially more than the $350 billion would in my judgment be unwise. Certainly anything in excess of a half trillion dollars over a decade should send up major warning flags. Unfortunately, there are budget plans that would do so. Most worrisome is the default plan. As part of the August deficit and debt deal, the new fiscal “supercommittee” is due to present a plan before Thanksgiving for an up-or-down vote by Congress before Christmas. If such a plan is not approved, defense and national security will automatically suffer another $500 billion or so in ten-year cuts, making for a grand total approaching $1 trillion. Spending reductions would have to be very large right away in 2013, probably necessitating layoffs of officers and enlisted personnel who thought the nation had promised them longer-term job security when they first agreed to serve—and when they deployed repeatedly and courageously to the nation’s recent wars. Such draconian cuts would jeopardize what I consider irreducible requirements in American defense policy—winding down current wars responsibly, deterring Iran, hedging against a rising China, protecting global sea lanes vital for commerce, attacking terrorists and checking state sponsors of terror, and ensuring a strong all-volunteer military as well as a world-class defense scientific and industrial base. They would also hurt the broader economy at a time when it may still be struggling to emerge from recession. Defense spending is not the most efficient way to stimulate the economy or create jobs. But neither do dramatic cuts to this sector make sense at a time of national economic travail and underemployment.

				Behind these specific recommendations is a broader premise. Not only the United States, but the world in general, benefits from the current international order in which America is the strongest power and helps lead a broader alliance system involving most of the world’s other major powers. World peace would not be served by U.S. disarmament or even a trend toward the emergence of multiple, comparable power centers. I do not mean Americans should want to dominate others. Nor should the United States do other countries’ fighting for them. But if the United States were to stop playing a global leadership role, competition and conflict would be the likely result. In such a “multipolar” world, countries would often be less confident of their own security, and sometimes inclined to take matters into their own hands by engaging in arms races, building nuclear weapons, or even attacking their neighbors.

				We Americans get lots of things wrong, but we usually get around to the right policy after trying all others, as Churchill famously remarked. In the end most peaceful democratic states do not fear us and want to ally with us. As such our power is stabilizing, and desirable. Perhaps someday a world made up just of democracies will, as “democratic peace theory” would predict, be inherently stable on its own, without a strong leader.3 But the world is not there yet.

				Put differently, we have to be careful about cutting defense so much that we weaken our abilities to protect crucial overseas interests. It would be nice if some parts of the world had become less important, or some military missions obsolescent, or some allies much more capable than before. But the world does not offer many such easy options. Helping stabilize the western Pacific region as well as the broader Persian Gulf and Middle East remains very important. Defense plans that would hinder our ability to do so would increase the risks of war in ways that could be enormously costly to the nation and the world. And it is these missions that account for most American defense spending today. We need to be more creative and more efficient in how we protect core interests; doing so will require breaking lots of rice bowls at the Pentagon and, yes, taking some additional risk around the world. But we are not in a position to scale back substantially those interests, because they are integral to global stability.

				Some might suggest we could spend less on certain places and potential threats. Take for example Russia. Despite Moscow’s prickliness on many issues, it has become more security partner than adversary of the United States. Any threats it might pose to NATO are minimal, even in a world where the challenging Vladimir Putin seems likely to run that country another decade or more. However, our force planning already downplays the possibility of scenarios involving Russia, as it should, so there are no big further savings to reap. Others might suggest we do less in the way of complex humanitarian missions that involve an element of peacekeeping. But these are already tasks that the United States does fairly minimally. The recent Libya mission has gone somewhat better than most such efforts—to the credit of the Obama administration, as well as France and Britain and a couple of smaller Arab states, and most of all to the Libyan opposition itself.4 But its small scale underscores the extent to which such operations are not a major concern of Pentagon planners even today. That reality was summed up in the unfortunate but revealing phrase used by an anonymous Obama White House staffer that we had “led from beyond” in the effort.

				Others might think that Korea would offer a more promising case where American security commitments could be reduced. And indeed, in this case, we do still plan for a very substantial U.S military role in any future operation there. It is true that South Korea’s military is better than before, while North Korea’s is less strong overall. But the last time we tried to ignore the Korean threat, back in 1949 when Secretary of State Dean Acheson infamously declared it beyond America’s security perimeter of key overseas interests, what we got was an emboldened North Korea and a full-fledged war. Today, North Korea is ruled by the same fanatical regime as before. And it still has a huge infantry force that would be extremely hard to root out of its bunkers and forests in any future war should, heaven forbid, another one occur. It also has large special forces that would seek to create mayhem wherever they could deploy, including in South Korea, in a future war. Although the conventional military balance on the peninsula may indeed favor the Republic of Korea and the United States, North Korea now probably has nuclear weapons (and its previous stockpile of chemical arms) to complement its other capabilities.5

				For reasons I develop further in the pages that follow, we would be unwise to draw back from the world or take a big gamble on simply deciding to forgo certain types of military responsibilities. To be sure, we may choose not to carry out the next “war of choice,” to use Richard Haass’s memorable phrase. We are tired as a nation and need to fix our economy and heal our wounds, not fight abroad again anytime soon.

				But we may not always have a choice about when and where to fight. In a world with proliferating nuclear arsenals, transnational terrorists, and other threats that can reach out and touch us even from far away, what happens in other regions can affect Americans much more directly than we might prefer. In his retirement ceremony speech of August 31, 2011, the greatest general of his generation, David Petraeus, warned us that as a nation we do not always get to choose the wars we fight, and it was good advice. Rather than retrench per se, our primary focus in cutting the defense budget should be to look for ways to be more innovative, cost-effective, and brutally efficient in how we prepare for future operations. It is not the time for America to come home from the world.

				Admittedly, too, our military is tired. Up to two million committed Americans have been part of the wars since 9/11 in one capacity or another; hundreds of thousands have deployed not once but twice or more to Iraq and Afghanistan; more than six thousand are dead and more than thirty thousand seriously wounded as a result. The toll on military families has been enormous, too. It would be far and away the best thing for this military to be allowed to recuperate, ending the wars and avoiding future ones. But make no mistake about it, today’s U.S. military is also the finest fighting force on the planet, beaten up by deployments and war wounds at one level, yet hardened and experienced and battle-tested in ways that make it better than it has ever been in our nation’s history. And most of its men and women take rightful pride in what they have accomplished over the last decade, setbacks and all. It would not honor their sacrifice to pull back from our overseas commitments in a way that put all the gains of past years and decades at serious risk.

				Military budget cuts should not be, and cannot be, our main means to reducing the deficit. Cutting $350 billion over ten years would entail some risk to America’s global interests—and to the prospects for international peace and stability. As such, it can only be justified on national security grounds if the nation’s economy is strengthened substantially in the process. Nations with hollow economies cannot be secure indefinitely, so it is legitimate to view the debt as a national security threat, and economic renewal as a national security imperative. However, this idea only works if projected deficits are reduced enough to make a notable difference in America’s economic prognosis. And that is only possible if broad-based deficit reduction occurs. As big as the defense budget is, moreover, it is only one of five big components of the federal budget of roughly comparable size—the others being Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and domestic “discretionary” programs ranging from science research to infrastructure development to federal support for education. Big defense cuts are only sound policy if they are accompanied by fiscal discipline, including entitlement revisions and tax reforms that reduce spending and increase revenue.

				There is no exact point at which defense cuts become excessive and unwise. But make no mistake about it: we will have to cut into muscle, and not just fat or waste, to achieve even the $350 billion ten-year cuts that are now being taken as a given. Such reductions would constitute almost 10 percent of planned spending, above and beyond reductions that will occur as the wars end. This book attempts to develop a plan for accomplishing such reductions without jeopardizing the country’s security interests. But I hope to show that even cuts of this size would be risky, and that deeper cuts would be too much. I reach this conclusion not as some superhawk or member of the “military-industrial complex” that Eisenhower warned us about, but as a Democrat, former Peace Corps volunteer, scientist by training, budget specialist by background, and independent scholar. And I agree with deficit hawks that we must look hard, in uncomfortable ways, for means of scaling back. This book contains many such uncomfortable ideas, some my own and many borrowed from others (with appropriate acknowledgment!), as well as my best estimate of associated savings. They do not necessarily represent the definitive comprehensive list of possible changes and reforms in American defense policy. But they do represent the big ideas for cutbacks that strike me as analytically sound at this point.

				This book’s argument is equally passionate about two points—that the military budget must play a major role in deficit reduction, but also that the process must not go too far and that it must be grounded in a sound national security strategy for the United States.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Introduction

				For most Americans, the recent run of trillion-dollar federal deficits has presented serious economic anxiety—taking away homes, evaporating investment portfolios, destroying jobs, and weakening the faith of many in the American dream. For foreign policy strategists, these worries are compounded by a sense that throughout history, great powers with weakening economic foundations cannot stay great powers for long. And as they decline or fall, others generally seek to fill the resulting power vacuum—resulting not only in diminished influence for the former power, but greater instability and risk for the international system on the whole, since war is often the result.

				We have seen these worries before in recent times. The post-Vietnam period was one of substantial malaise in the United States, for example, with military defeat in Indochina exacerbated by the oil shocks and stagflation of the 1970s. Then, after a few good years, things got tough again. By the late 1980s, U.S. GDP growth slowed, budget deficits remained stubbornly high, and other economies outperformed that of the United States. As a result, arguments that “the Cold War is over—and Japan and Germany won” were heard frequently.

				Then things got better again, for a while, in the United States. And these U.S. allies encountered their own challenges—Germany in reintegrating its eastern half and then helping establish the viability (and solvency) of the European Union (EU) and euro systems, Japan in dealing with a protracted deflating of its earlier financial bubble combined with demographic challenges that leave its future economic prospects uncertain, at best.

				Today, these key allies still have their big problems. On top of that, we are witnessing a period of even greater American economic travails, with much larger fiscal deficits and mediocre national savings rates and an eroding manufacturing base. These are coupled with deep concern that less friendly powers—China in particular, perhaps Russia and others—may be poised to benefit from the relative decline of the United States in specific and the West in general. Is this true? Given the changing nature of power in international politics, does it even matter the way it once did? And what can we do about it? Most specifically, how can we reduce the national deficit and strengthen our economy without jeopardizing national security through excessive defense and foreign policy spending reductions in the process?6

				There is no reason to think the rise of China and other emerging powers must be threatening to the United States.7 There are also powerful arguments that in a world of nuclear weapons, terrorism and civil conflict, infectious diseases, possibly growing threats from biological pathogens, climate change, and overpopulation, the great powers can ill afford the ultracompetitive habits of the past.8

				But American military power remains a linchpin of stability around the world. Some states do remain menacing, such as Iran and North Korea. Others present uncertain futures given internal turbulence. And for all its impressive attributes, modern China is growing economically—and beefing up its military, including with potent new technologies such as antiship missiles—so fast that it would be a fraught moment for the United States to retrench or lose its verve. Countries that generate huge amounts of economic growth, and see their position improve dramatically vis-à-vis other nations as a result, tend to find it tempting to translate their wealth into military power and to use that power to advance their state interests. Certainly that is a major lesson of history. Maybe things have changed in this modern world. But for all the trends in how countries now interact on the world scene, and for all the changes in modern military technology that some may see as stabilizing, making war unthinkably destructive, there are also aspects to it that may tempt an aggressor to attempt a rapid attack. It is still possible to persuade oneself that surprise, speed, and the lethality of modern weapons can allow quick victory in many situations, for better or for worse.9

				In regard to China specifically, a strong U.S. military with vigorous presence and engagement in the western Pacific should be seen less as a tool for fighting China than as a way of preserving stability and deterring the outbreak of war in the first place. This is of course the desired outcome of American global military engagement in general, but it is particularly the case in regard to China. Beijing probably does not seek war or military aggrandizement as a core goal of national policy, yet it might be tempted to translate its greater national power into military gains if it perceives a security vacuum to be developing in the region.

				Chinese leaders would not have to turn into latter-day Hitlers, Stalins, or Maos to become aggressive. For example, China might feel it could coerce Taiwan into some form of capitulation under certain circumstances. China considers Taiwan a renegade province, every bit as much an inherent part of its nation as Hawaii or Puerto Rico is for the United States, and views any tendencies in Taiwan toward independence as threats to its very territorial cohesion. Under certain circumstances, it could see the use of military force against Taiwan as justifiable, indeed defensive in some ways—even as America views Taiwan as a long-standing democratic friend that should not be abandoned. Some serious scholars such as Georgetown University’s Charles Kupchan suggest that America rethink its willingness to defend Taiwan with force. But even in the unlikely event that we took Kupchan’s advice—which could well lead to Taiwan’s pursuing nuclear weapons, and to other U.S. allies doubting America’s steadfastness and developing their own as well—the United States would have powerful incentives to retain a strong military posture in the western Pacific to keep that economically dynamic part of the world strategically stable. For such reasons, to say nothing of what truly extremist states like North Korea and Iran may attempt in the years ahead, as well as the ongoing threat of transnational terrorism, there is still a case for strong American military engagement around the world.10

				One might ask what a country like North Korea or Iran would really do to us at this point in world history. Don’t they both know that war with the United States and its allies would be catastrophic? Don’t they prefer survival to suicide? Doesn’t Iran need revenue from the oil trade, and North Korea economic support from China, to the point where picking an all-out fight with the international community would be unthinkable?

				At one level, it is true that neither the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea of Kim Jong-il, nor the Iran of the ayatollah and Ahmadinejad, seeks its own demise. But both are risk takers who believe they can play a game of brinkmanship better than we can. Both have pursued nuclear weapons capabilities despite the clear opposition of the international community and their treaty obligations not to do so. North Korea has gone further and shared nuclear technology with other dangerous countries. Both support terrorism—Iran through its proxies in Iraq, Lebanon, and elsewhere, North Korea directly against South Korea (as in 2010, when its navy cold-bloodedly sank a South Korean ship and killed forty-six innocent sailors). Both have stated public positions favoring the annihilation of a country friendly to the United States—South Korea, in the case of North Korea, and Israel in the case of Iran. Both already have lots of American blood on their hands, North Korea dating back to the Korean War and Iran in the recent Iraq war, when its weaponry was frequently used by Shia extremists and others to kill American troops as well as many Iraqis (indeed, that continues, on a lesser scale). None of this means either is likely to wake up and directly attack the United States or its military tomorrow. But both could attack American allies; both could use proxies against American forces in direct strikes; both could create crises to try to extort concessions from the international community, and once started crises are not always easy to contain. This is not a call to preemption against either of the remaining regimes that Bill Clinton called rogue states and George W. Bush called the axis of evil. But it is indeed a warning that we must not let down our guard.

				It would be penny wise and pound foolish to jeopardize the general stability of today’s international system in an overly assertive effort to reduce the U.S. federal deficit by some specific percentage. Perhaps interstate war among the major powers has become unthinkable today. But that theory has been voiced before in earlier eras, only to be proven wrong by subsequent events, as when Norman Angell’s 1913 prediction that economic interlinkages made war unthinkable was invalidated a year later by the outbreak of World War I.11 Maybe the twentieth century’s experiences—huge casualties from the world wars, huge projected casualties in any future war that involved nuclear weapons—have taught mankind the risks of armed conflict. But can we be sure? Even in a world without old-fashioned imperialism, it is hardly inconceivable that new sources of conflict could emerge—over disputed seabed resources, over the uneven effects of climate change on different countries and regions, over nuclear or biological weapons threats that some states perceive other states to be complicit in facilitating.12 The list goes on.

				Today’s U.S. defense spending levels are preferable to a major-power war or other serious conflict. Nor do they seem inherently dangerous. The United States already has enough checks on its uses of force, including general casualty aversion as well as a desire to look inward and focus on domestic issues rather than expend resources abroad, that it is probably not necessary to cut defense in order somehow to prevent unwanted operations or harmful defense investments. The United States of modern times is not exactly a peaceful nation, and it is certainly not pacifist. But it is not an imperialistic country either. It has, indeed, fought frequently since the Cold War ended. But its major military operations (Desert Storm, Afghanistan, the overthrow of Saddam) have, respectively, liberated a nation that had been brazenly invaded by a larger neighbor, responded to an aggression that killed 3,000 individuals on American soil, and overthrown one of the worst dictators of modern times. This is hardly the track record of a trigger-happy nation somehow in need of being restrained, even if it is also not a track record that most Americans are eager to repeat anytime soon.

				Yes, the United States invaded Iraq without desirable levels of international support or legitimacy. And that war may be seen as unwise by history, even as Iraq currently shows promise of building a better future for its citizens and its region. But if that was the worst thing that modern America could do—invading a country to overthrow one of the world’s worst dictators, who was in violation of the terms of the 1991 ceasefire ending Operation Desert Storm, and more than a dozen UN Security Council resolutions—it is easy to see why more than sixty countries still ally with the United States even as they sometimes disagree with it harshly. American power is on balance desirable and stabilizing, and the vast preponderance of other countries know it. And whatever you think of the Iraq war, and the actual decision to wage it, four previous defense secretaries before Donald Rumsfeld and two presidents before George W. Bush all thought we had to be ready for the possibility of conflict in Iraq. Force planners need to anticipate not just what is likely, and desirable, but what is possible about future conflict as well.

				To be sure, as a nation we are tired of war. Perhaps we have also made mistakes in some of our other decisions about the use of force in the past. Beyond Iraq, many Americans would disagree with one or more of the following military operations from our recent history: Vietnam, Lebanon in 1983, Somalia in 1992–93, Bosnia and Kosovo in the late 1990s, and Libya in 2011. If having a smaller military guaranteed that we would avoid mistakes about the use of force, while having enough capability to prevail in smart wars, we would presumably all be for that. But the world doesn’t work that way. Moreover, some of the times when we were at our maximal national power, and confidence, as during the Reagan years, we fought relatively less. So it hardly appears that having a strong military makes us more prone to adventurism. George W. Bush himself did not campaign for president on a major pro-defense-spending platform and in fact criticized the state of the military that he inherited from Bill Clinton when on the campaign trail in 2000. Yet it was he who became the author of preemption doctrine after 9/11. Again, there is no obvious correlation between the size, strength, and budget of our military and the proclivity of presidents to use it.

				Most of all, being prepared to fight is often the best way to avoid conflict. At times when we have responded to national fatigue by precipitously downsizing our military, as after World War II, we have often encountered unpleasant surprises that required us to fight again, as in the Korean War. We were also unprepared for both world wars, and did not seek them out, yet they happened anyway.

				At the same time, it is also true that major American deficit reduction is necessary for the country’s long-term strength, and that only by creating a spirit of shared national sacrifice that includes defense cuts can such deficit reduction likely occur on the necessary scale. Former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen, Former secretary of defense Robert Gates, and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton have all identified U.S. deficit and debt levels as national security threats and they are all surely right.13 Mullen has called the debt the nation’s “biggest security threat.”14 At a political level, too, the American public is likely ready for a period of less assertive foreign policy. The relative desirability of “wars of choice” probably will be seen—and should be seen—as lower in the future than it may have been in the past.15 The trick is to reflect this sentiment without going too far.

				Some pundits toss around simple numbers to make their case that the United States either overspends or underspends on defense. By contrast, I begin from the premise that we cannot deduce whether U.S. defense budgets are too high, or determine appropriate levels, with broad and sweeping arguments about the aggregate size of Pentagon appropriations. Such arguments are common, usually among those with a predetermined agenda of making the defense budget seem either high or low.
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					Source: White House Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables: Budget of the U.S. Government, FY2012 (Washington, February 2011), pp. 151-152.
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				Many who wish to defend the magnitude of Pentagon spending often point out that in recent decades its share of the nation’s economy has been modest by historical standards. During the 1960s, national defense spending was typically 8 to 9 percent of gross domestic product or GDP, declining to just under 5 percent by the late 1970s. During the Reagan buildup of the 1980s it reached 6 percent of GDP before declining to around 3 percent by the late 1990s after the Cold War ended. Then, during the first Bush term, the figure rose and ultimately approached 5 percent of GDP, but is now again headed back down already. Seen in this light, current levels, even including wartime supplemental budgets, seem relatively moderate.16

					

					[image: 02_Department%20of%20Defense%20Annual%20Budget%20Authority%2c%20FY%201948-2016.pdf]
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				By contrast, those who criticize the Pentagon budget often note that it constitutes almost half of aggregate global military spending.17 Or they note that recent defense spending levels approaching $700 billion a year exceed the Cold War inflation-adjusted spending average of $450 billion by about 50 percent (when all are expressed in inflation-adjusted 2011 dollars). Or they note that defense spending dwarfs the size of America’s diplomatic, foreign assistance, and homeland security spending levels, which total around $100 billion a year between them.18
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				These observations are all simultaneously true, and as such they are probably inconclusive in the aggregate. The U.S. defense budget is, and will remain, large relative to the budgets of other countries and relative to other agencies of the American government. Yet at the same time, it is modest as a fraction of the nation’s economy in comparison with the Cold War era.

				Moreover, American power is nothing to apologize for. A strong United States is good for not only America but international stability, as evidenced by the very small number of interstate wars in recent decades. Deterrence works best, after all, when the deterring state has a clear and decisive advantage over the country that is being deterred. When the balance is close, it is hard to predict historically who will win a given war—indeed, smaller and less expensive forces have often defeated larger ones in the past.19 It is for this reason that the great Australian strategist Geoffrey Blainey wrote that “The evidence of past wars does not support the respectable theory that an uneven ‘balance of power’ tends to promote war. If the theory is turned upside down, however, it has some validity.”20 That is, an uneven balance of power can promote peace. Moreover, while geography helps keep America safe, it works against us in numerous combat scenarios, since the United States would often have to fight far from its own shores and near an enemy’s. This makes straight defense budget comparisons potentially misleading.

				While informative at one level, these broad defense budget metrics are of little ultimate utility in framing defense policy choices for the future. We must look deeper. Only by carefully examining how defense dollars are spent can we decide if the budget is excessive (or insufficient); the key is to try to identify missions that are not needed, or weapons modernization plans that are too fast and indiscriminate, or war plans that are excessively cautious and conservative. But first, we need to take stock of the state of America’s broader security in these early years of the twenty-first century, including the state of its economic security.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Deficits, Debt, and the Decline of Great Powers

				Throughout history, economic strength has always been a key foundation of military power. To be sure, technological innovation as well as military organizational creativity and tactical cunning have always been central too, as writers from Sun Tzu onward have argued.21 Political commitment, military courage, and more generally the human element of warfare have been crucial as well, as students of the great Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz all understand. But without a strong and prosperous nation behind them, no military leaders or heads of state have been able to keep their countries preeminent in matters of armed conflict for long. Ultimately, the ability to innovate, the capacity to build military forces, and the political will to sustain combat operations require some level of relative prosperity and economic strength.

				The basic point that a declining economic power cannot long remain a superpower has been illustrated repeatedly in European history. The Spanish and Austrian Habsburg families/empires, according to historian Paul Kennedy, developed too many military commitments and vulnerable flanks. When they began to weaken relatively in the late seventeenth century, they could not sustain their positions or their interests. Subsequently, the Netherlands also lost its previous illustrious position in the international power rankings because the underlying size and strength of its national economy could not compete ultimately with the likes of France and Britain and Russia.22

				Britain’s period of dominance in the nineteenth century was unnatural in one sense for a country with relatively modest size and population (seventh among the great powers at that time23). But in any event, it was not sustainable as the country’s relative economic standing dropped dramatically toward the turn of the twentieth century. For example, its estimated share of world manufacturing output fell from more than 30 percent in 1870 to 14 percent in 1913, as Germany rose from roughly 13 to 16 percent and the United States from 23 to 36 percent.24

				In the post–World War II era, such iron laws of economics worked to the advantage of the United States. Indeed, Soviet economic decline was ultimately a major ally of the United States in bringing the Cold War to an end on terms favorable to the Western world.25 But even as celebration unfolded at one geostrategic level, anxiety crept in at another. The problem was not just the relative rise of U.S. allies Japan and Germany noted earlier. The fundamental health of the American economy became uncertain, and with it the sustainability of the global economic order that had not only helped win the Cold War but held the Western alliance system together. As Princeton’s Robert Gilpin wrote in the late 1980s:26

				The economic era from the end of the Second World War until the 1980s was one of the most remarkable in human history. Following a period of reconstruction in the 1950s, there was an unprecedented rate of economic growth during the decade of the 1960s and the early years of the 1970s. During the approximately forty-year period the world gross national product tripled. International economic interdependence in trade, monetary relations, and foreign investment advanced at an even more rapid pace.... [However,] in contrast to the century-long Pax Britannica, the era of American hegemony lasted but a few decades. Its demise began with the shift to what would become excessive Keynesian policies and the escalation of the Vietnam War in the 1960s.... As had been the case with other declining powers in the past, the United States had indulged itself in overconsumption and underinvestment for too long.

				Clearly the demise of the Soviet Union, together with the gradual improvement of the U.S. economy in the 1990s, eased some of these concerns. Japan’s economic bubble also burst, and Germany was consumed with the costs of reunification. But by the onset of the twenty-first century, even more significant challenges from even more potentially worrisome competitors appeared in stark relief—economic recovery of the 1990s was followed by large deficits, war costs, and then a major financial meltdown.

				In recent times, a sense of American economic weakness combined with the rise of other powers, particularly China, has again put declinism into vogue. Samuel Huntington famously argued during the last major period of declinism, the late 1980s, that in fact such thinking is frequent in U.S. history. It has tended to lead to course corrections, ultimately proving the declinists wrong. In other words, because policymakers and the public took fears of U.S. weakness seriously, they fixed the problems that led to the worries and the decline was typically arrested or even reversed.27 But are we willing and able to do so still today?28

				The United States retains many impressive strengths. It is still the world’s top economic power, with 20 percent of global GDP.29 Those who compare this data with the 50 percent share the United States held after World War II as evidence of U.S. decline forget that the postwar period was highly unusual because so many other powers had been so (temporarily) weakened by war. In fact, it was largely U.S. grand strategy that led to the rapid recovery of western European democracies as well as Japan, to say nothing of the rise of new economic powerhouses like South Korea and Taiwan, in the ensuing decades.

				Thus, the decline in U.S. GDP as a percentage of the global total should arguably be seen as much a success of American strategy as a weakness or failing. The international institutions that Washington led the way in creating, the foreign aid it provided, and the alliance system it forged made possible economic trends that have generally worked to the United States’ advantage.30 Even in recent years, much of the global growth around the world has been in friendly or neutral countries such as South Korea, Turkey, Brazil, India, Malaysia, and the Philippines. It is not only China that is surging.31

				As a further benefit of the success of this strategy, most key nations around the world developed a stake in the new order.32 They also therefore viewed the United States as either friendly, or at worst benign and somewhat necessary. That was not true with the Warsaw Pact or Communist China during much of the Cold War, of course. But the latter relationship was transformed starting with Nixon, and the former bloc ultimately collapsed. Meanwhile the United States led the way in the creation of a security system that, as Steve Walt famously argued, encouraged more “bandwagoning” behavior than the balancing that had typified previous centuries of European power politics.33

				Even when other major countries disagreed with how Washington handled a specific issue or problem—and they often did, as over Vietnam or nuclear weapons issues or other matters—they did not see the United States as a fundamental threat to their security. As a result, no other major security organization was created to counter American-led alliances. In recent times, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization involving Russia and China may have some motivations along the lines of checking Western influence, but it is not truly a security alliance and carries out no significant military operations or even preparations.

				As of today, the United States leads a global alliance system of more than sixty partner states that collectively account for almost 80 percent of global GDP and more than 80 percent of total global military spending between them.34 (Meanwhile China and Russia have one ally and eight, respectively, according to a recent tally, and these are lukewarm alliances at best.35) That U.S.-led system includes the NATO alliance, the system of bilateral alliances in East Asia and the western Pacific, the Rio Pact in Latin America at least at a formal level, and (less formally but quite significantly) American security partnerships with Taiwan, Israel, the Gulf Cooperation Council, and Iraq and Afghanistan. Arguably even India is best seen as part of this system, or at least generally supportive of its logic and its main goals, rather than outside of it. (Pakistan is more complex, and some elements of its intelligence services might even have had a direct hand in insurgent attacks against Americans in Afghanistan, as Admiral Mullen’s farewell testimony to Congress on September 22, 2011 underscored.) Among the world’s major nations, only China and Russia are essentially outside this somewhat informal but still quite significant network. And America’s actual nemeses and potential adversaries—Iran, North Korea, perhaps Venezuela, Syria and Burma and one or two other such countries—collectively account for 1 to 2 percent of global economic output or military power. The geostrategic forces working to the advantage of the United States are extraordinary.

				The list of American assets does not end there. As Joseph Nye argues, the country’s demographics, including its appeal to immigrants and melting-pot traditions, are more favorable than almost any other large country’s.36 Would-be rivals like China, Russia, and India all have far less favorable demographics. The first is afflicted with overpopulation, combined with the resulting one-child policy that promises huge economic challenges for the PRC within a generation;37 the second suffers from underpopulation; the last is already hugely challenged by the size of its population and has not yet adequately slowed its growth.38 Moreover, as noted before, India hardly seems likely to be a threat to American interests. Delhi may harbor some great-power ambitions, but there are no irredentist territorial issues auguring future problems in dealings with the United States, and in fact few signs of any overly assertive Indian approach to the broader region or world.39 What great-power rivalries India does possess, notably with China, may in fact tend to drive it toward greater partnership with the United States.

				What about trends in areas such as science and education? While some have dwelled on depressing statistics foretelling an American scientific and technological decline, pointing for example to a National Academy of Sciences 2005 report that China was graduating 600,000 engineers a year and India 350,000, to America’s 70,000, the reality is not so gloomy. Half or more of China’s and India’s grads are the equivalent of community college students, or not really engineers at all, as a more precise National Science Foundation study attests.40 The latest figures suggest that the United States graduates well over 100,000 engineers a year now, with bachelor’s degrees or beyond, not even counting foreign students at American universities (who in most cases do in fact stay in the United States and work here after graduation).41

				When one factors in quality, even the remaining disparity disappears. American universities are still the best in the world, with recent surveys estimating that fifty-eight of the world’s top one hundred institutions of higher learning are on U.S. soil.42 The United States could do a better job of encouraging its foreign student population to remain in this country after graduation, it is true, and it could certainly do a better job of encouraging Americans to study science. But while significant challenges, these are also fixable problems, and they should not be allowed to obscure our strengths.43

				In terms of research and development spending, the United States still accounts for one third of the global total, easily outdistancing all of Europe combined, and still funding more than twice the research levels of either China or Japan. Other nations are far behind.44 In terms of U.S. patents, while Americans no longer obtain the outright majority, they do still garner almost half the total despite representing only 5 percent of global population.45

				U.S. manufacturing is down, as a percentage of the global total overall, it is true. But cutting-edge industries like aerospace, pharmaceuticals, and software development remain robust, with the United States typically producing 20 to 50 percent of global output in these areas of innovation and production.46 The recent financial crisis has exposed weaknesses in the United States as an investment destination. But there is no obvious preferred alternative as yet among the world’s major powers given American strengths—its robust and dependable legal system, its transparent politics, and
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