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Introduction: US Security Policy Is (Really) Outdated

WITH NATIONAL DEBT exceeding 120 percent of US GDP, the US government, still trying to police the world, is terribly overextended overseas.1 The United States accounts for less than 16 percent of world GDP2 but 40 percent of the world’s military spending, even though we are not directly involved in a major war. The current United States military budget equals what the next nine highest-spending countries combined allocate to their militaries; amazingly, most of these nine countries are our wealthy allies.3 If a major or even minor war breaks out, that 40 percent will rapidly rise.

Yet now the United States faces a hostile Russia and China, a situation which is largely the unintended consequence of intervention by post–Cold War American administrations.

After the Cold War ended, even though the political and military threat to the free world had declined dramatically, the United States actually undertook to expand the number of countries under its defense umbrella.4 The US government expanded the NATO alliance right up to Russia’s borders and enhanced US alliances in East Asia to contain a rising China. Thus, US policy itself, ironically, has directly and substantially contributed to the current hostility of these great powers.

What should have happened instead? After the Cold War, the United States should have weaned now-wealthy US allies in Europe and East Asia—the two regions of the world, other than North America, with the greatest economic and technological value—from the US defense umbrella. (The European Union accounts for almost 15 percent of global GDP, and East Asia accounts for about 33 percent of the world’s GDP.)5 In fact, the opposite happened. These outdated NATO and East Asian alliances could very well, formally or informally, drag the United States into unwanted wars going forward. Even informal alliances, such as implicit promises to provide military aid or to help defend Taiwan, Ukraine, and Israel, can put the United States at risk of that escalation, as recent events have shown. In the Middle East, keeping expensive US military forces in the region to “defend” oil that will flow into the world market anyway—because the producers want to sell—is highly questionable. The policy is even more ridiculous given that the United States is no longer a net importer of energy. By the end of the first decade of the new millennium, the evolution of fracking technology greatly increased domestic natural gas and oil production in the US. This technological revolution has transformed the US energy industry and has made the United States into a net energy exporter.

The founders of the United States wanted to avoid permanent and entangling alliances because they realized the intrinsic security of the United States—being separated by two great ocean moats from the centers of the world’s conflicts—could be undermined by alliances that dragged the country into unnecessary wars. The world’s most capable nuclear arsenal has, since 1945, augmented intrinsic US security. The founders also knew that unneeded wars would lead to bigger government at home, higher taxes or debt to pay for it, executive tyranny, and an erosion of civil liberties, as well as lower long-term economic growth.

The recent wars in the Greater Middle East demonstrate these ill effects. They have significantly contributed to the federal government’s yawning debt. Also, excessive military spending takes money away from private sector investment and consumer spending, thus reducing the standard of living of American citizens.

Finally, wars tend to centralize power in the commander in chief. President George W. Bush peddled a theory of the unitary executive. The theory claims, ahistorically and likely unconstitutionally, that all executive branch agencies are solely controlled by the president, diminishing the role of Congress and the federal judiciary in affecting executive actions. He used this theory to claim exorbitant presidential power not found in the Constitution and not intended by the nation’s founders. The founders believed that the executive’s role should be mainly to check the power of Congress, which was to be the premier branch of the federal government. The executive’s role was to be confined mainly to negotiating treaties for Senate approval, commanding troops on the battlefield after Congress had decided to initiate war, vetoing legislation subject to congressional override, and faithfully executing and enforcing the laws passed by the legislative body.

However, wars of the twentieth century have led to the unconstitutional rise in the power of the executive, initially to a first among equal branches of government, and then to an imperial presidency. George W. Bush, for example, used the 9/11 attacks to stretch Congress’s authorization for retaliation against al Qaeda and the Taliban into an undeclared global war on terrorism that restricted Americans’ civil liberties at home. He ordered illegal surveillance against Americans without constitutionally required, judicially approved search warrants; unilaterally suspended the ancient right of habeas corpus (the right to legally challenge detention by the government) for terrorism suspects; approved the torture of such detainees; and formed unconstitutional military tribunals to try terrorism suspects instead of the constitutionally required trials by a jury of their peers. Bush’s restriction of civil liberties during wartime were egregious, but not out of the ordinary in American history. Severe violations of American civil liberties during conflicts occurred in the 1798–1800 Quasi-War with France, the Civil War, World Wars I and II, and the Cold War.

Although most Americans are too young to remember, as late as the eve of World War II, American spheres of influence were limited to Latin America and parts of the East Asia/Pacific region. During World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt did not believe that the American military would need to be stationed in Europe after the war. His successor, Harry Truman, did not create a large permanent US military presence in Europe until after North Korea invaded South Korea in 1950. Dwight D. Eisenhower stated that if the US military presence in Europe were to become permanent, American policy would have failed. Yet the United States still has troops stationed in Europe and is augmenting them again. By Eisenhower’s standard, then, American policy has failed.

During the Second World War, FDR—who was somewhat less idealistic than his predecessor Woodrow Wilson, who had initiated US involvement in World War I—at first envisioned an interim “four policemen” concept for the postwar world. In FDR’s thinking, a concert of wartime allies—the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and China—would monitor and control defined spheres of influence, many left over from the first global conflict of 1914–1918, until an indefinite future date. After this date, the new United Nations would develop a permanent multinational force that would police the world. The United Nations was born, but the multinational police force, thankfully, died, later morphing into sporadic, ineffective multinational “peacekeeping” forces generated specifically for arising “crises.” More important, FDR died before the end of the war, and almost immediately after the conflict ended, the more hawkish and interventionist Truman discontinued FDR’s attempt to maintain a cooperative relationship with the Soviet Union. Truman, in fact, launched an unnecessary and costly worldwide crusade against communism—thus tossing aside the four policemen concept.

In this book, I reinvigorate the concept of publicly negotiated and defined spheres of influence in a proposed concert of great powers. The idea is that the United States would reduce its sphere from the entire world to Latin America, the Caribbean, the Western Atlantic, and the Eastern Pacific. Thus, the United States would return to the idea of US vital interests that was held by the US government prior to World War II. Doing so would require admitting more great powers to the United Nations Security Council. That council now includes only the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom. India, Japan, and Germany should be added to the council, which would become a forum for transnational issues, such as international air and sea lanes, transnational environmental pollution, jurisdiction over ocean mineral and oil deposits, and any boundary issues involving the previously defined spheres of influence for the great powers. Since the founding of the United Nation at the end of World War II, these added countries have been rising economically and deserve to be recognized as great powers or incipient ones.

I then propose a much smaller and tighter US military posture, using a bottom-up approach to delineate the forces needed to keep the peace in Latin America, the Caribbean, and the two ocean buffers surrounding North America. Attaining the much smaller force needed for fewer international commitments and the more restrained and flexible foreign policy of US Independent Internationalism (USII) (a new policy that would gradually end permanent, entangling, and unneeded US alliances) would mean cutting the Navy by half, the Marine Corps by three-fourths, and the Army and Air Force by two-thirds. Doing so would thus cut the services’ research, development, and procurement budgets. The resulting budget for the Department of Defense would then be about $390 billion, which is about 46 percent of the projected fiscal year 2025 budget of $850 billion.6 The USII budget is a budget for national defense and security, not for an informal global empire.

Specifically, in Chapter 1, I show that we are in an incipient multipolar world. No longer is the United States the only major power. The power centers are the United States (in North America), the European Union and the United Kingdom (in Western Europe), Russia (in Central Asia), India (in South Asia), China (on mainland East Asia), and Japan (in the islands of East Asia). For such a multipolar world, the US foreign policy of policing the world is outdated and unsustainable. In Chapter 2, I show that US forces and defense budgets are not arrived at by a rational process because of the politicized nature of a Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex (MICC). In Chapter 3, I introduce another way of thinking about defense: using rational analysis not tied to the MICC but, instead, tied to the country’s true vital security interests. Even as recently as the eve of World War II, US security interests in the world were defined much more modestly. This book harkens back to that way of thinking. In Chapter 4, I outline a security strategy based on FDR’s “four policemen” strategy, using his vision of the great powers providing security in their own regions and cooperating on transnational issues. In Chapter 5, I propose a more modest US military force needed to implement this new strategy of a restrained and more flexible American foreign policy, called “Independent Internationalism.” In Chapter 6, I assess the weapons needed to carry out the more restrained strategy. In Chapter 7, I calculate the smaller annual defense budget needed for the reduced force and strategy. This analysis is more realistic than the Pentagon’s because it is based on more accurate unit-costing data by the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO). In the final section, I make concluding remarks.





1 Relearning the Basics

BEFORE ALL ELSE, a nation’s security policy should safeguard the country’s territory, people, system of governance, economy, and way of life. However, after the United States emerged from the massive destruction of World War II with 50 percent of the world’s remaining economic output (then measured in terms of Gross National Product or GNP), the US foreign policy elite abruptly decided that American security required the US government to rebuild Europe and East Asia, create new international organizations to help it run the world, and conduct a worldwide crusade against communism. The threat of communism, with its unworkable economic system, was publicly exaggerated, as Harry Truman’s Secretary of State Dean Acheson later admitted1 to justify America’s post–World War II policy of creating an informal global empire.

Truman initiated an expensive American global war on communism to “contain” the movement’s postwar expansion in the world. US diplomat George Kennan, in his famous Long Telegram2 advocated this strategy. It eventually succeeded, but that was mainly because the Soviet Union’s clearly dysfunctional economic system eventually collapsed. But containment was not the only option at the time.

There was a less expensive way to facilitate this collapse. It would have started with policy makers realizing that communism, contrary to its own ideology, appealed mainly to people in poor countries that, because they were poor, were hardly strategic to US national security. The expensive containment policy was designed to repel the expansion of Soviet power worldwide until its fragile economy collapsed from its own “contradictions.” A cheaper way to induce this effect would have been to allow the communists to take over the economic basket cases of the developing world—such as Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Angola—thereby draining Soviet resources by foisting the military, economic, and administrative costs on these countries’ main communist benefactor. Such attempts by the Soviet Union to expand communism in the developing world likely would have hastened that superpower’s inevitable overextension.

However, Stalin, trying to resuscitate a war-devastated Soviet Union, was less enthusiastic about spreading communism worldwide than Vladimir Lenin had been and so was not as eager to expand its reach. But some US effort might have been made to shore up the developed, but war-devastated, areas of Japan and Western Europe against the Soviet threat, as was done. By the early 1960s, though, these countries were wealthy enough to again begin standing together against that threat without a permanent American military presence. Unfortunately, that presence created an enduring security dependency that continues in both Western Europe and Japan to this day and will likely remain even if recent initiatives by Western countries to increase their defense spending over the longer term bear fruit.

The expansive thinking by the American foreign policy establishment in launching a global war on communism differed markedly from the more modest beliefs about what US security had required throughout American history. In short, in the post–World War II period up to the present, US foreign policy makers became much more ambitious than simply trying to achieve the basics of national security. The American elite became drunk with its superpower status and tried to remake the world, not because it needed to, but merely because it could. The many negative consequences of such American overseas interventionism have been detailed in the author’s earlier book, The Empire Has No Clothes: US Foreign Policy Exposed.3

Those consequences include the massive US defense budget of about $850 billion per year, much of which could have been spent on other commercial and societal wants and needs; the more than 100,000 American lives lost in needless brushfire wars since World War II; and the potential to be dragged into even more unnecessary wars by wealthy allies that should be providing their own security, which could include possible escalation to a nuclear conflict with China, Russia, or North Korea.

The founders of the United States saw clearly that having an informal global empire would have even more important domestic ill effects. But if they ever knew that lesson, both the post‒World War II elites and most of the public have forgotten it. US involvement in wars abroad distorts the balance of power between the constitutional branches of government, leading to an excessively powerful presidency at the expense of Congress; larger and more centralized government domestically, even in areas seemingly not related to the military; economic drag by higher taxes or debt needed to pay for bigger government; and governmental restrictions on American civil liberties. In short, empire abroad erodes the constitutional republic at home.



A Brief History of Modern US Interventionism Abroad

Profligate US interventionism overseas began with the Spanish-American War of 1898, which historians regard as the United States’ coming-out party as a great power. President William McKinley set a precedent by justifying the commencement of war with Spain over Cuba as a “humanitarian” mission to help the hardly blame-free Cuban rebels. However, in the end, the war permitted the annexation of Hawaii; led to the conquest of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Guam; and resulted in 200,000 US-inflicted Filipino deaths during a long counterinsurgency conflict to pacify the Philippines. Also, the victorious war set the stage for a presidential intervention in China in 1900 against the Boxer Rebellion, an intervention that, because it lacked congressional approval, was unconstitutional.

The Spanish-American war also became the model for further US interventions in Mexico and the Caribbean in the first decades of the twentieth century to support American territorial and commercial interests. This, in turn, contributed to the needless US entry into World War I in 1917, the consequences of which helped trigger the rise of Adolf Hitler and the instigation of World War II. The US interventions in Mexico and the Caribbean relied on the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. This led to US military action or presence in Cuba, Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, and Panama. Panama had been part of Colombia; US military intervention helped rebels “liberate” Panama for the construction of a US-built canal. Many of these interventions were initiated by
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