H-Net Revie

in the Humanities & Social S¢

Michael E. Brown, Owen R. Cote Jr.., Sean M. Lynn-Jones, Steven E. Miller, eds..
America's Strategic Choices. Cambridge, Mass. and London: MIT Press, 1997. xxiii +

335 pp. $18.00, paper, ISBN 978-0-262-52243-4.

Reviewed by Richard W. Bloom

Published on H-Pol (May, 1998)

America's Strategic Choices is an edited col-
lection of articles that first appeared from 1991
through 1997 in International Security, a journal
published by MIT Press under the sponsorship of
the Belfer Center for Science and International Af-
fairs at Harvard University. The book also con-
tains a February 1996 unclassified White House
document, A National Security Strategy of En-
gagement and Enlargement that has been avail-
able through the White House website (http://
www.whitehouse.gov) until superceded by the
1997 document A National Security Strategy for a
New Century.

The premise of the collection is that the Unit-
ed States in the post-Cold War world still needs
and is searching for a grand strategy to replace
that of containment. The authors variously offer
grand strategy recommendations and/or engage
in their explication and comparative analysis. The
most cursory review of the contributors' institu-
tional affiliations suggests that the reader will en-
gage in dialogue with the best and the brightest.
This reviewer will leave it to the reader to decide

America's
Strategic Choices

whether the epithet is best taken in a literal sense
or in Halberstam's.[1]

First, to the collection's premise. Is there a
need for a grand strategy? Perhaps not. A sound
bite, a catchy phrase, may function as a call to glo-
ry, a motive for action, but do they foster consen-
sual thought or behavior? Containment has been
perceived as anything from a bend-but-not-break
defense, an in-your-face line in the sand, to a roll-
back offense. Moreover, some overarching
mantra--even if consensually perceived--may fos-
ter the most myriad of policies, plans, and pro-
grams. In addition, a political psychologist with a
grounding in the psychodynamic, social cognition,
and postmodernist literatures may well posit that
grand strategies are as much or more projections
of intrapsychic conflict, schemas with leveling
and sharpening features to satisfy information-
processing challenges, or narratives yielding sub-
jective reactions of authenticity and resonance
than products of rigorous, objective, hypothetico-
deductive logic. And when grand strategy inter-
acts with domestic politics and inter- and intra-or-
ganizational dynamics, the consequences may be



anything but grand or strategic. Finally, one must
at least consider the schools of thought that rele-
gate grand strategy documents, treatises, and
tomes to dusty shelves, circular files, and uncon-
sulted computer disks--perhaps an anathema to
security intellectuals with the motives to influ-
ence government and their own careers.

But accepting the collection's premise and
moving on to the Preface written by Lynn-Jones,
this reviewer notes the harping on threat as a
central strategic question, but not on opportunity.
(Doesn't the National Security Council still pass
out those coffee cups with Chinese characters pur-
porting to depict a security crisis as both threat
and opportunity?) Moreover, Lynn-Jones suggests
that the U.S. decisions to intervene in Bosnia but
not in Rwanda and to take both cooperative and
adversarial tacks with the Russian Federation sug-
gest that the U.S. does not have a grand strategy.
Why should a viable grand strategy that addresses
the complexities of the real world require inter-
vention everywhere or solely cooperative or ad-
versarial behavior towards other political actors?
On a very positive note, Lynn-Jones does an ad-
mirable job in describing the various arguments
of the authors. This will be extremely helpful to
students, faculty, officials, and dilettantes alike.

"Competing Visions for U.S. Grand Strategy"
by Posen and Ross presents an analysis of four
competing grand strategies. The problem here is
that all four are a priori moot abstractions need-
ing little analysis. Neo-isolationism begs the ques-
tion of other nuclear powers and possessors of
non-nuclear weapons of mass destruction, envi-
ronmental concerns, and the global economy. Se-
lective engagement is a trivial concept in the face
of the other contenders--nonselective engagement
or omnipresent engagement that respectively
would be truly dysfunctional or impossible in a
world of finite resources. Cooperative security
cannot--as Posen and Ross suggest--rest on an un-
worldly distinction between self-interest and col-
lective interest but on various integrations of the
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two. Primacy surely is a time-limited prescription,
but it also--unlike the other three recommenda-
tions—-is more a consequence of strategy than
strategy itself. Posen and Ross also stress the mili-
tary aspects of grand strategy, when globalized
science, technology, and economics surely are
growing in import. This reviewer believes, then,
that the analysis of Posen and Ross is basically
sound but unnecessary.

"A Defensible Defense: America's Grand Strat-
egy After the Cold War" by Art takes up the role of
military assets in grand strategy. He supports a
continued but attenuated and redefined interna-
tionalist employment of these assets. His discus-
sion of the benefits of a global military presence is
deft, although he forces a problematic demarca-
tion between protecting U.S. allies and protecting
the U.S. In national security policy, isn't the for-
mer a vehicle for the latter? Also, he seems to sup-
port an inconsistent telos for military assets--ren-
dering problematic the quest for spreading
democracy, but with little equivocation support-
ing the quest for spreading U.S. values of which
democracy is highly salient if not paramount.

"'Bismarck' or 'Britain'? Toward an American
Grand Strategy After Bipolarity" by Joffe wonder-
fully employs historical analogy. Joffe opts for a
grand strategy that would be a modified version
of Bismarck's who sought to prevent an anti-Ger-
man alliance in the late nineteenth century rather
than of Great Britain's which sought to assemble
coalitions to oppose potential aggressors. Joffe
might have noted that current trends in science,
technology, and globalization render geographical
similarities between the U.S. and Great Britain
and dissimilarities between the U.S. and Germany
of less strategic importance. He rightly stresses
that "Great powers remain great because they
promote their own interests by serving those of
others"--an observation that has been supported
by commentators on the human condition as di-
verse as Kautilya,[2] Confucius,[3] and Machiavel-
1i.[4]



"Preserving the Unipolar Moment: Realist
Theories and U.S. Grand Strategies After the Cold
War" by Mastanduno attempts to formulate what
U.S. grand strategy has become after the Cold War
as opposed to what it should be. This assumes that
one or more grand strategy has existed since the
disestablishment of the Soviet Union--explicitly,
implicitly, or serendipitously. With this assump-
tion, Mastanduno has two candidates--theories of
Waltz and Walt. In finding that U.S. allies in Eu-
rope and Asia have sought to maintain this al-
liance and not sought to create anti-U.S. alliances--
an apparent contradiction of Waltz's realist theo-
ry through balance of power--Mastanduno ig-
nores less contradictory findings from the
Mideast. Another apparent contradiction--that the
U.S. has not disengaged from its Cold War commit-
ments-may reflect that the policies stemming
from these commitments are now supporting a
different strategic design. Mastanduno's observa-
tion that Walt's realist theory through balance of
threat is contradicted by the U.S. having taken a
hard line in economic dealings with China will be
news to the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Commit-
tee, U.S. liberals who support labor and environ-
mental protection, and human rights organiza-
tions.

"The Past as Prologue? Interest, Identity, and
American Foreign Policy" by Ruggie attempts to
make grand strategy recommendations based on
the history of U.S. foreign policy as opposed to
Joffe's historical analogies involving the foreign
policy of other political actors. Ruggie's undertak-
ing is a perilous one in a world of postmodern his-
toriography. The peril is most obvious in Ruggie's
contention that the history of U.S. foreign policy
suggests that sustained internationalism is only
possible when couched as part of an idealistic vi-
sion as opposed to a vehicle to achieve realistic
objectives. The problem is that one observer's ide-
alist vision is another's realistic laundry list. Al-
though the Woodrow Wilson era passes the test,
Franklin Roosevelt's internationalism--as explicat-
ed by Ruggie--seems as realistically based as one

H-Net Reviews

could get. Ruggie's recommendations for the fu-
ture--comprising continuing engagement and
transformation of multilateral institutions--are
sound, but again do not seem founded on the ide-
alism-realism distinction.

"Come Home, America: The Strategy of Re-
straint in the Face of Temptation" by Gholz, Press,
and Sapolsky at first blush would seem the most
intriguing chapter in the collection as it makes the
case for an isolationist grand strategy in a world
that seems to be becoming ever more interdepen-
dent. The reader will soon learn, however, that
the authors' isolationism features global economic
engagement in the context of military retrench-
ment. As with Joffe, the authors seem to put too
much credence in the military security protection
afforded by U.S. geostrategic status. The authors'
policy recommendation to disband the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO)--even if sound--
emphasizes a reduced threat from the Russian
Federation and largely ignores NATO's role in pre-
venting conflict amongst its constituent members.
Their contention that U.S. military retrenchment
is supported by South Korea being easily able to
handle a military conflict with North Korea con-
flates eventual victory with a terrible road in get-
ting there. Even with such concerns, the authors'
make a strong case for military retrenchment and
force rethinking of comfortable and long-held as-
sumptions.

"From Preponderance to Offshore Balancing:
America's Future Grand Strategy" by Layne needs
to directly address “preponderancy" used
throughout the chapter from "primacy" used in
other parts of the collection. Beyond this, it both
presents a vital critique of preponderancy and
also invites a serious counter. Granted that the
grand strategy of preponderance can be associat-
ed with security overextension, the exaggeration
of threat, thwarted extended deterrence, and a re-
sultant loss of U.S. strategic power and exacerba-
tion of domestic ills, what can be done to avoid
these pitfalls--all of which can be associated with



at least some other grand strategies as well?
Layne's advocacy of the grand strategy of offshore
balancing--like that in the chapter by Gholz, Press,
and Sapolsky-is guaranteed to challenge through
its close and strong argument. However, it would
have been helpful if Layne had directly addressed
offshore balancing of powerful versus threatening
political actors as does Mastanduno's chapter.

The inclusion of the 1996 White House na-
tional security strategy document with the collec-
tion of International Security articles affords the
reader a great opportunity to engage in a textual
analysis of the document based on grand strategy
recommendations and critiques. There are snip-
pets of such analysis throughout the chapters and
in the Preface by Lynn-Jones.

To conclude, the reviewer makes the follow-
ing observations. The value of publishing a collec-
tion of previously published articles could have
been increased by addressing the need for grand
strategy in the Preface or in an additional chapter
and by including a direct dialogue among the au-
thors. Also, the collection would have benefited
from an index to help the reader engage in a com-
parative analysis of the author's thoughts. As well,
the editors might have considered placing analy-
ses of grand strategy in the context of recurring is-
sues throughout history analogous to Polk's treat-
ment of foreign policy.[5] These observations ad-
dress a need for further coherence in a collection
of articles that approaches that of contemporary
works by single authors on (admittedly different
problems of) grand strategy.[6] That being said,
this collection presents a rich fare for practition-
ers, academics, and students of grand strategy.
This reviewer plans on making parts of the collec-
tion required reading and the entire collection a
secondary source for an upper-level, undergradu-
ate course on American Foreign Policy.

So, can grand strategy be grand?
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