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Praise for How to Run Wars

“Ramp up the threat index to severe! Pursue your Orwellian dream of selling war as peace! In this satirical gem, Coyne and Hall skewer the would-be warmongers among us.”

— W. J. Astore, Lt. Col., USAF (Ret.), author, Hindenburg: Icon of German Militarism

“An essential and timely contribution to the debate on U.S. foreign policy. I smiled in recognition as each ridiculous claim was skewered, and often laughed out loud at the droll, straight-faced accuracy of the account. But then, immediately, and as with all great satire, I was brought up short: actually, this is not funny. The views being skewered here are all real. Without the kind of close scrutiny you’ll find in How to Run Wars, those destructive and corrosive views will continue to dominate American military doctrine unchallenged.”

— Michael C. Munger, professor of political science, Duke University; author, Is Capitalism Sustainable?

“How to Run Wars works by saying the quiet part out loud. Some readers, even in the liberty movement, might interpret the book literally, without realizing that it is a highly skilled pasquinade, pure lampoonery of the national security state’s duplicitous dupes and many minions. It’s a Babylon Bee for PhDs, a deeply layered onion of dark humor and satirical insight into the destruction of America by the very people charged with protecting it. Be prepared to laugh, and cry.”

— Robert E. Wright, lecturer in economics, Central Michigan University

“Proponents of American hegemony argue that global military interventionism is necessary to protect freedom, liberalism, democracy, and a rules-based international order. But what does it take to run a ‘liberal empire’? Economists Christopher J. Coyne and Abigail R. Hall have spent years studying the American national security state. In this book, they explain how to succeed as a member of the national security elite. Doing so requires propaganda, mendacity, repression of dissent, gross violations of civil liberties, willingness to sacrifice human lives, and flagrant violations of international law. In other words, liberal empire entails violating the very liberal principles it purports to protect. If you want to understand the ugly truths about militarism, this book is a great place to start.”

— Nathan Goodman, senior fellow, F.A. Hayek Program for Advanced Study in Philosophy, Politics, and Economics, Mercatus Center, George Mason University

“Coyne and Hall eviscerate the national security elites with merciless satiric wit. These elites want to send your children to war, and they need you misinformed and obedient to get away with it. Don’t let them. Read this book. Learn their ways. See the truth. Your children’s lives depend on it.”

— Roger Koppl, professor of finance, Whitman School of Management, Syracuse University

“Chris Coyne and Abigail Hall have done it again, showing how destructive U.S. foreign policy is. But this time they do it by pretending that they are interventionists teaching other interventionists how to make the case for continuous and widespread intervention. It’s often humorous, but it’s much more. Their serious point is that this is, unfortunately, how many of the intervenors think. Read, laugh, and learn.”

— David R. Henderson, professor emeritus of economics, Naval Postgraduate School; research fellow, Hoover Institution, Stanford University

“Behind an insightful analysis of the nation’s military activities is a dark warning to Americans: here is what the military-industrial complex is doing to us. How to Run Wars explains how we are losing our freedom in the name of freedom.”

— Randall G. Holcombe, DeVoe Moore Professor of Economics, Florida State University
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INDEPENDENT INSTITUTE is a nonprofit, nonpartisan public-policy research and educational organization that shapes ideas into profound and lasting impact. The mission of Independent is to boldly advance peaceful, prosperous, and free societies grounded in a commitment to human worth and dignity. Applying independent thinking to issues that matter, we create transformational ideas for today’s most pressing social and economic challenges. The results of this work are published in books; in our quarterly journal, The Independent Review; and in other publications and form the basis for numerous conference and media programs. By connecting these ideas with organizations and networks, we seek to inspire action that can unleash an era of unparalleled human flourishing at home and around the globe.
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To David Theroux—
our friend, advocate, and ardent supporter of liberty.
Requiescat in pace.


War is the devil’s joke on humanity. So let’s celebrate Armistice Day by laughing our heads off. Then let us work and pray for peace, when man can break the devil’s chains and nations realize their nobler dreams!

—William Allen White, Forty Years on Main Street
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PART I

A Plea to the National Security Elites





1

A Call to Arms



TO THE NATIONAL SECURITY ELITES:

People—both at home and abroad—must be made safe and kept free. As a member of the national security elite, you are one of the few who are capable of achieving these goals.

It is the unquestionable duty of the United States—your unquestionable duty—not only to uphold but also to spread liberal democratic ideas around the globe. Our doing that not only secures our own interests but also serves as a sort of inoculation against the ideas of our common political and ideological opponents.

The only way that this can be accomplished, however, as you know, is with a proactive, military-forward foreign policy. This policy must be carefully planned, implemented, evaluated, and carried out by those with the required expertise—those within the U.S. national security state.

In other words—by you.

Despite words of dire caution about the world and the success of our cause, do not despair, for there is reason for optimism! A good portion of the intellectual class is on your side. In a recent article, political science scholars Michael Beckley and Hal Brands argued that Putin’s invasion of Ukraine offers a golden opportunity for the U.S. government to reassert its global dominance. Reestablishing the U.S.-led international order requires “massive investments in military forces geared for high-intensity combat, sustained diplomacy to enlist and retain allies, and a willingness to confront adversaries and even risk war.” 1 Elsewhere, Robert Kagan, a leading advocate for your crucial role in creating world order, argues that Putin’s invasion of Ukraine is the result of passivity of past American policymakers who failed to contain Russia. The implication, Kagan argues, is that it “is better for the United States to risk confrontation with belligerent powers when they are in the early stages of ambition and expansion, not after they have already consolidated substantial gains.” 2

Achieving these goals will not be easy, and the required actions are not for the faint of heart. As Stokeley W. Morgan, assistant chief of the Division of Latin American Affairs, stated in 1926, “No facts concerning the United States have been less clearly comprehended both at home and abroad than those which concern her foreign policy.” 3 This statement holds true nearly one hundred years later. We, as dutiful U.S. citizens, wish to assist you, the indispensable national security elites, in this critical task.

To that end, we offer this playbook—a manual for carrying out war and foreign intervention in the name of democracy and freedom.

Drawing from our years of studying diverse U.S. military actions—from the U.S. occupation of the Philippines, World Wars I and II, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, to analyses of humanitarian aid, arms sales, the development of military technology, postwar recovery, and domestic extremism and terrorism—we provide the information necessary to carry out successful interventions. In the chapters that follow, we will discuss how to achieve the goals of spreading liberal democracy and stopping the spread of antithetical ideas.

Fortunately, many of the ideas discussed in this book will not be novel. In fact, for many of the topics discussed, the foundations for success have long been laid. You need only to look to history and existing policy to craft plans for success today. Throughout this book, we will use historical examples from U.S. government experiences to illustrate how past members of the national security elite have successfully carried out critical components of foreign policy and intervention.

To be clear, this book is not to be viewed as a retrospective. Quite the contrary—we intend this work to be used by those within the national security state for contemporary and future interventions abroad. With the ongoing wars on drugs and terrorism, the Russo-Ukraine and Israel-Hamas wars, and the myriad of internal and external threats faced today, we have every confidence that this guide will prove useful in your noble efforts to protect the masses at home while spreading democracy and liberty abroad.

Before turning to the playbook, however, we must provide an important caveat: this book is not intended for broader public consumption. The reason is simple and one with which you are quite familiar.

The typical voter, put bluntly, is not capable of clearly assessing these questions or policies; they are unable to make the tough decisions required. After years of study—decades between us—we are keenly aware of the complexities of war and the public’s untrained and unthoughtful reactions to it. As we will detail in the chapters that follow, a major part of winning wars is the ability to cultivate the narrative members of the public hear, and proactive actions to shield them from information that would distract or otherwise lead them away from supporting your critical and necessary missions.

We have no doubt, however, that this book may fall into the wrong hands and be read by people other than its intended audience, which is you. Do not fret. As we will show, there are ways to mitigate any negative effects this may cause.

Now, on to the task at hand. How should you run wars? How should you go about your business of defending the world and making it safe for freedom—even (especially?) at the point of a gun?

* * *

Here are some preliminary remarks. First, you need to keep firmly in view that the American way of life is in trouble. Democracy and freedom are under attack. We teeter on a knife’s edge.

On the one side is liberty, administered by you. On the other is tyranny.

Should you fail to take control and wield your power, the consequences will be dire. President Biden, our current commander in chief, provided you with your charge before the midterm elections in 2022: “Nothing has been guaranteed about democracy in America. Every generation has had to defend it, protect it, preserve it, choose it, for that’s what democracy is: It’s a choice.” 4 Indeed, there are choices to be made.

The reality is even more dire. Neither domestic nor global democracy will survive without your firm hand. According to the president’s National Security Strategy released in October 2022, there are many threats to this international, inflexible rules-based order. “The most pressing strategic challenge facing our vision,” reads the report, “is from powers that layer authoritarian governance with a revisionist foreign policy. It is their behavior that poses a challenge to international peace and stability—especially waging or preparing for wars of aggression, actively undermining the democratic political processes of other countries, leveraging technology and supply chains for coercion and repression, and exporting an illiberal model of international order.” 5 The biggest offenders in this regard are clear to anyone with even a cursory understanding of the geopolitical landscape: China and Russia.

According to the U.S. State Department, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) “poses the central threat of our times, undermining the stability of the world to serve its own hegemonic ambitions.” 6 Later, the same report argues that “the PRC [People’s Republic of China] … is the only competitor [to the United States] with both the intent to reshape the international order and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to advance that objective.” 7

While this is certainly not the first time that Beijing has attempted to exert undue influence, its boldness demonstrates a new level of arrogance. The Chinese have clearly forgotten the true realities of the world in which they live—one in which the U.S. government is, and must remain, the world’s only superpower. The State Department goes on to outline six distinct ways in which the Chinese government exercises unacceptable audacity by threatening the global order and the interests of the United States.

The CCP engages in “predatory economic practices,” violating time and again the promises made to the World Trade Organization and its global trading partners. The CCP uses lending and other economic practices to harm other countries and sway opinion on international issues. 8 Yes, we also leverage the power of our banking system and interfere in foreign markets—but, as you know, we do so in favor of democracy, the noblest goal of all. The “Republic” also has engaged in progressive military intervention, particularly within the Indo-Pacific region. Now possessing the world’s largest navy, China spends more on its military capabilities than any other nation in the world, with the sole exception of the United States. 9

That is simply unacceptable. The United States must remain the world’s premier military force. Yes, we also build bombs and use them—but in the name of advancing freedom. What could be more laudatory than that—or more exculpatory of global harms caused by intervention?

The CCP media, an absolute propaganda machine, has unleashed unparalleled control of information and censorship upon its own populace. 10 While every government must control “disinformation,” there is a profound difference between us and the Chinese. We alter and limit information in the interest of freedom, the national good, and the global good. No reasonable person should complain about these efforts.

In addition, China’s human rights record is abysmal. From forced sterilization to prisoner abuse, the Chinese government could teach a master class in inhumane treatment. Yes, the U.S. government has its own history of domestic human rights abuses—forced sterilizations included—but any comparison between the two countries demonstrates profound ignorance and must be resisted at all costs. 11 Actions undertaken by the U.S. government have been necessary to promote the common good, U.S. policy, and global peace. The Chinese have no such reasons to justify their actions.

The State Department also notes that, in a time when the world is looking to reduce its environmental impact, China is once again on the wrong side of history. China emits the most greenhouse gases of any nation on the planet. 12 And, as it builds its military, China will only contribute more to the pollution problem. Why? Because military installations, armed conflict, and routine trainings are notorious for their negative environmental impacts.

Now, you might ask, given our own global military boot-print, if this last criticism could also be leveled at the United States. Indeed, it could. 13 But as the source of global order, the United States can and must incur this cost. We have a legitimate claim to influence global affairs. The Chinese do not. Mother Earth will forgive her most dutiful child.

It would be incorrect to assume, however, that the Chinese are the exclusive danger. We cannot discuss contemporary threats to the global hegemony of freedom-loving countries—led, of course, by you—without discussing Russia. According to the White House, “Russia poses an immediate threat to the free and open international system, recklessly flouting the basic laws of the international order.” 14 For example, we cannot let the world forget Russia’s intervention and involvement in the Syrian civil war. 15 The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights estimates that the Syrian conflict alone has killed more than 306,000 people. 16 Our critics might point out our own government’s involvement in the Syrian civil war as contributing to the conflict. They might also bring up the fact that more than 350,000 civilians were killed by all parties as part of the U.S. government’s post-9/11 wars. 17 But what the critics neglect to mention is that the United States had a noble intention in killing these people, namely, to make the world safe from terrorists. The deaths of civilians as a result of U.S. policy are regrettable but sadly necessary.

And of course Russia badly interfered with our democracy project when, in 2014, the Kremlin annexed Crimea. If there was any doubt about what means Vladimir Putin would employ to achieve his goals, such doubt was removed in 2022 when the Russian military launched a full-scale invasion of the sovereign nation of Ukraine, shattering peace in the region and displacing an estimated 7.5 million people as of October 2022. 18 The Biden White House summarizes the issue succinctly: “Russia now poses an immediate and persistent threat to international peace and stability.” 19 As the United States is preparing to send additional materiel to the Ukrainians, it is clear that we, once again, will have to clean up a purely European mess. In truth, we could not have dreamed up a better scenario than a provoked Russia now on the march to justify even more U.S. military expenditure and the exploitation of any occasion to use our new, more powerful weapons.

Apart from China and Russia, we have additional foes. Adversaries are always useful to our cause, and the more varied and scattered around the planet they are, the better.

Take Iran, for example. A perpetually antagonized Iran “undermines Middle East stability by supporting terrorist groups and military proxies, employing its own military forces, engaging in military provocations, and conducting malicious cyber and information operations.” 20 Continuing with a tradition of supporting terrorism and other malicious activities, a member of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps was charged in August 2022 in a foiled plot to assassinate former national security advisor John Bolton. 21 Former secretary of state Mike Pompeo was also reportedly a potential target. 22 Iran has continued to send a steady supply of weapons to Russia in its unprovoked war against Ukraine, including unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and surface-to-surface ballistic missiles. 23

Such things just make our existence—your existence—all the more necessary.

But the trouble doesn’t stop there. Iran has armed and financially supported Islamic extremist groups throughout the Middle East, including Hamas and Palestine Islamic Jihad (PIJ). Though the connection between Iran and Hamas’s coordinated attack on Israeli civilians in October 2023 is unclear, the persistent arming of Hamas and similar groups shows an obvious disregard for and a desire to upend the region’s geopolitical stability. 24 These things prove that we are more important, more needed, than ever.

Also useful to us? North Korea, which, “while not a rival on the same scale as the PRC and Russia, nonetheless also presents deterrence dilemmas for the United States and its Allies and partners.” 25 As an antagonized P’yǒngyang attempts, like Iran, to expand its nuclear capabilities, North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un continues the tradition, established by his father and grandfather, of threatening the United States. The Korean Central News Agency recently reported that the dictator said, “Our party and our government will resolutely react to nukes with nuclear weapons and to total confrontation with all-out confrontation.” 26 Speaking on pressures to reduce or forfeit North Korea’s weapons for the sake of peace, Kim stated in September 2022 that “there will never be any declaration of ‘giving up our nukes’ or ‘denuclearization,’ nor any kind of negotiations or bargaining. … As long as nuclear weapons exist on Earth … our road towards strengthening nuclear power won’t stop.” 27

Those who consider North Korea to be merely an irritant should think again. In November 2022, the Hermit Kingdom fired over a dozen missiles toward the South Korean capital of Seoul. One of these missiles landed in South Korean territory for the first time since the ceasefire in the Korean War. 28 Guess who, as a result, wants the U.S. democratic hegemony to be permanent and as expansive as possible? Right, South Korea! And does anybody think Japan would complain? Or Taiwan?

The specific threats posed by these rogue states are in addition to the continued danger posed by terrorism, both globally and within the United States. Though the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon in September 2001 ushered in a new era of intensive and largely, in our opinion, successful, counterterrorism efforts, terror must always be spoken of as an imminent threat. For example, the National Terrorism Advisory System Bulletin issued by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security in November 2022 very usefully summarized things this way:

The United States remains in a heightened threat environment. Lone offenders and small groups motivated by a range of ideological beliefs and/or personal grievances continue to pose a persistent and lethal threat to our Homeland. … Threat actors have recently mobilized to violence, citing factors such as reactions to current events and adherence to violent extremist ideologies. … Targets of potential violence include public gatherings, faith-based institutions, the LGBTQI+ community, schools, racial and religious minorities, government facilities and personnel, U.S. critical infrastructure, the media, and perceived ideological opponents. 29

In sum, since its founding, the U.S. government has been a domestic and global force for good in the world—despite
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