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Since the end of the
Cold War, scholars, commentators, and practitioners of foreign policy have de-
bated what structure of world power would follow the bipolar U.S.-Soviet
competition, and what U.S. foreign policy would replace containment. Those
who hypothesized a long “unipolar moment” of extraordinary U.S. relative
power have proven more prescient than those who expected the relatively
quick emergence of a multipolar world.1 Those who recommended a policy of
“primacy”—essentially hegemony—to consolidate, exploit, and expand the
U.S. relative advantage have carried the day against those who argued for a
more restrained U.S. foreign policy.2 One can argue that the jury is still out, the
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1. The most comprehensive analysis of the extraordinary relative power position of the United
States is William C. Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” International Security, Vol. 24,
No. 1 (Summer 1999), pp. 5–41.
2. Barry R. Posen and Andrew L. Ross, “Competing Visions of U.S. Grand Strategy,” International
Security, Vol. 21, No. 3 (Winter 1996/97), pp. 5–53, summarizes the initial phase of the post–Cold
War U.S. grand strategy debate. In that article, we discussed a policy called “primacy,” a then pop-
ular term in U.S. foreign policy discourse. Primacy is one type of hegemony. A distinction should
be made between a description of the structure of world politics—that is, the distribution of power
among states—and the policies of a particular nation-state. The United States has more power in
the world than any other state, and by a substantial margin. Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipo-
lar World.” This has become clear over the last decade. Thus it is reasonable to describe the world
as “unipolar.” Though this much power sorely tempts a state to practice a hegemonic foreign and
security policy—that is, to further expand and consolidate its power position and to organize the
world according to its own preferences—this is not inevitable. In terms of its potential capabilities,
the United States has been a great power for at least a century, but it has followed foreign policies
of varying activism. The U.S. national security elite (Democratic and Republican) did, however,
settle on a policy of hegemony sometime in the late 1990s. The people of the United States did not
play a signiªcant role in this decision, so questions remained about how much they would pay to
support this policy. The attacks of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent war on terror, have pro-
vided an important foundation of domestic political support for a hegemonic foreign policy.
Debates between Democrats and Republicans now focus on the modalities of hegemony—whether



“moment” will soon pass, and the policy of hegemony enabled by great power
will be ºeeting. But the evidence does not support such predictions.
Unipolarity and U.S. hegemony will likely be around for some time, though
observers do suggest that the United States could hasten its own slide from the
pinnacle through indiscipline or hyperactivity.3

The new debate on U.S. grand strategy is essentially about which variant of
a hegemonic strategy the United States should pursue. The strategy proposed
by President George W. Bush is, in caricature, unilateral, nationalistic, and ori-
ented largely around the U.S. advantage in physical power, especially military
power.4 This is “primacy” as it was originally conceived. The last years of Bill
Clinton’s administration saw the emergence of a strategy that also depended
heavily on military power, but which was more multilateral and liberal, and
more concerned with international legitimacy. It aimed to preserve the domi-
nant U.S. global position, including its military position, which was under-
stood to be an essential underpinning of global activism.5 That strategy has
recently been elaborated, formalized, and defended under the rubric of “selec-
tive engagement” by Robert Art.6 Though this is too big an argument to settle
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the United States should work through multilateral institutions to exercise and increase its power
or work outside them.
3. Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “American Primacy,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 81, No. 4
(July/August 2002), pp. 20–33.
4. To be fair, Bush’s National Security Strategy of the United States of America contains many allusions
to alliances, cooperation, liberal values, and economic and political development. Nevertheless,
the oldest and most powerful U.S. allies—the Europeans—are hardly mentioned in the document.
Even allowing for the need for stern language to mobilize public support for the war on terror, the
document has a martial tone—and is strongly committed to a wide variety of proactive uses of
force. Also, the document has a vaguely nationalist ºavor: “The U.S. national security strategy will
be based on a distinctly American internationalism that reºects the union of our values and our
national interests.” Perhaps to drive home this point, the document devotes an entire paragraph to
disassociating the United States from the International Criminal Court. President George W. Bush,
The National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington, D.C.: White House, Sep-
tember 20, 2002), p. 30.
5. Posen and Ross, “Competing Visions of U.S. Grand Strategy,” pp. 44–50, dubbed this strategy
“selective (but cooperative) primacy.”
6. Robert J. Art, A Grand Strategy for America (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2003). In the
mid-1990s, most proponents of selective engagement had in mind a less ambitious strategy than
Art now proposes. Formerly, the criteria for selective engagement were clear: Does an interna-
tional problem promise signiªcantly to increase or decrease the odds of great power war? Now the
purpose of the strategy is to retain U.S. alliances and presence in Europe, East Asia, and the Per-
sian Gulf “to help mold the political, military, and economic conªgurations of these regions so as
to make them more congenial to America’s interests.” Included in the goals of the strategy are pro-
tection of the United States from grand terror attack, stopping the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction (nuclear, chemical, and biological), preserving peace and stability in Eurasia, securing
access to oil, maintaining international economic openness, spreading democracy, protecting hu-
man rights, and avoiding severe climate change. Art does propose priorities among these objec-
tives. See ibid., chap. 7.



on the sole basis of a military analysis, the understanding of U.S. military
power developed below suggests that selective engagement is likely to prove
more sustainable than primacy.

One pillar of U.S. hegemony is the vast military power of the United States.
A staple of the U.S. debate about the size of the post–Cold War defense budget
is the observation that the United States spends more than virtually all of the
world’s other major military powers combined, most of which are U.S. allies.7

Observers of the actual capabilities that this effort produces can focus on a fa-
vorite aspect of U.S. superiority to make the point that the United States sits
comfortably atop the military food chain, and is likely to remain there. This ar-
ticle takes a slightly different approach. Below I argue that the United States
enjoys command of the commons—command of the sea, space, and air. I dis-
cuss how command of the commons supports a hegemonic grand strategy. I
explain why it seems implausible that a challenge to this command could arise
in the near to medium term. Then I review the arenas of military action where
adversaries continue to be able to ªght U.S. forces with some hope of success—
the “contested zones.” I argue that in the near to medium term the United
States will not be able to establish command in these arenas. The interrelation-
ship between U.S. command of the commons and the persistence of the con-
tested zones suggests that the United States can probably pursue a policy of
selective engagement but not one of primacy.

I purposefully eschew discussing U.S. military power in light of the metrics
of the current and previous administrations. The Clinton administration
planned to be able to ªght two nearly simultaneous major theater wars;
the Bush administration’s emerging, and even more demanding, metric is the
“4-2-1” principle—that is, deter in four places, counterattack in two, and if nec-
essary, go to the enemy’s capital in one of the two.8 These metrics obscure the
foundations of U.S. military power—that is, all the difªcult and expensive
things that the United States does to create the conditions that permit it to even
consider one, two, or four campaigns.9
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7. According to the Center for Defense Information, the ªscal year 2003 budget request of $396
billion “is more than the combined spending of the next 25 nations.” See www.cdi.org/issues/
wme.
8. U.S. Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense, September 30, 2001), pp. 20–21.
9. This article does not review three military theoretical terms that have absorbed much attention
over the last decade: the revolution in military affairs, net-centric warfare, and military transfor-
mation. To do so would require a major digression. I am trying to build an understanding of
the overall U.S. military position and its strategic implications on the basis of a small number of
empirical observations about familiar categories of conventional military activity.



Command of the Commons

The U.S. military currently possesses command of the global commons. Com-
mand of the commons is analogous to command of the sea, or in Paul Ken-
nedy’s words, it is analogous to “naval mastery.”10 The “commons,” in the case
of the sea and space, are areas that belong to no one state and that provide ac-
cess to much of the globe.11 Airspace does technically belong to the countries
below it, but there are few countries that can deny their airspace above 15,000
feet to U.S. warplanes. Command does not mean that other states cannot use
the commons in peacetime. Nor does it mean that others cannot acquire mili-
tary assets that can move through or even exploit them when unhindered by
the United States. Command means that the United States gets vastly more
military use out of the sea, space, and air than do others; that it can credibly
threaten to deny their use to others; and that others would lose a military con-
test for the commons if they attempted to deny them to the United States. Hav-
ing lost such a contest, they could not mount another effort for a very long
time, and the United States would preserve, restore, and consolidate its hold
after such a ªght.12

Command of the commons is the key military enabler of the U.S. global
power position. It allows the United States to exploit more fully other sources
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10. Kennedy distinguishes “naval mastery” from temporary, local naval superiority, or local com-
mand of the sea. “By . . . the term ‘naval mastery’, however, there is meant here something stron-
ger, more exclusive and wider-ranging; namely a situation in which a country has so developed its
maritime strength that it is superior to any rival power, and that its predominance is or could be
exerted far outside its home waters, with the result that it is extremely difªcult for other, lesser
states to undertake maritime operations or trade without at least its tacit consent. It does not neces-
sarily imply a superiority over all other navies combined, nor does it mean that this country could
not temporarily lose local command of the sea; but it does assume the possession of an overall
maritime power such that small-scale defeats overseas would soon be reversed by the dispatch of
naval forces sufªcient to eradicate the enemy’s challenge. Generally speaking, naval mastery is
also taken to imply that the nation achieving it will usually be very favourably endowed with
many ºeet bases, a large merchant marine, considerable national wealth, etc., all of which indicates
inºuence at a global rather than a purely regional level.” Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of Brit-
ish Naval Mastery (London: Macmillan, 1983, ªrst published in 1976 by Allen Lane), p. 9 (emphasis
added).
11. Alfred Thayer Mahan called the sea “a wide common.” Ibid., p. 2.
12. As is the case with much analysis of conventional military issues, for the sake of analytic sim-
plicity, I do not treat the implications of the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. Insofar
as the main accomplishment of weapons of mass destruction is to increase signiªcantly the costs
and risks of any hegemonic foreign policy, the proliferation of these weapons for U.S. grand strat-
egy should be considered independently of a treatment of their narrow tactical military utility.
That said, broadly speaking the limited diffusion of these kinds of weapons would likely make the
contested zone even more contested before they affect command of the commons.



of power, including its own economic and military might as well as the eco-
nomic and military might of its allies. Command of the commons also
helps the United States to weaken its adversaries, by restricting their access to
economic, military, and political assistance. Command of the commons has
permitted the United States to wage war on short notice even where it has had
little permanent military presence. This was true of the 1991 Persian Gulf War,
the 1993 intervention in Somalia, and the 2001 action in Afghanistan.

Command of the commons provides the United States with more useful mil-
itary potential for a hegemonic foreign policy than any other offshore power
has ever had. When nineteenth-century Britain had command of the sea, its
timely power projection capability ended at the maximum range of the Royal
Navy’s shipboard guns. The Royal Navy could deliver an army many places
around the globe, but the army’s journey inland was usually difªcult and
slow; without such a journey, Britain’s ability to inºuence events was limited.
As the nineteenth century unfolded, the industrialization of the continental
powers, improvements in land transportation, and the development of coastal
warfare technologies such as the torpedo and mine reduced the strategic lever-
age provided by command of the sea.13

The United States enjoys the same command of the sea that Britain once did,
and it can also move large and heavy forces around the globe. But command of
space allows the United States to see across the surface of the world’s land-
masses and to gather vast amounts of information. At least on the matter of
medium-to-large-scale military developments, the United States can locate and
identify military targets with considerable ªdelity and communicate this infor-
mation to offensive forces in a timely fashion. Air power, ashore and aºoat, can
reach targets deep inland; and with modern precision-guided weaponry, it can
often hit and destroy those targets. U.S. forces can even more easily do great
damage to a state’s transportation and communications networks as well as
economic infrastructure. When U.S. ground forces do venture inland, they do
so against a weakened adversary; they also have decent intelligence, good
maps, and remarkable knowledge of their own position from moment to mo-
ment. Moreover, they can call on a great reserve of responsive, accurate, air-
delivered ªrepower, which permits the ground forces considerable freedom of
action. Political, economic, and technological changes since the 1980s have
thus partially reversed the rise of land power relative to sea power that
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13. Ibid., chap. 7.



occurred in the late nineteenth century and helped to erode Britain’s formal
and informal empire.

the sources of command
What are the sources of U.S. command of the commons? One obvious source is
the general U.S. superiority in economic resources. According to the Central
Intelligence Agency, the United States produces 23 percent of gross world
product (GWP); it has more than twice as many resources under the control of
a single political authority as either of the next two most potent economic pow-
ers— Japan with 7 percent of GWP and China with 10 percent.14 With 3.5 per-
cent of U.S. gross domestic product devoted to defense (nearly 1 percent of
GWP), the U.S. military can undertake larger projects than any other military
in the world. The speciªc weapons and platforms needed to secure and exploit
command of the commons are expensive. They depend on a huge scientiªc
and industrial base for their design and production. In 2001 the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense budgeted nearly as much money for military research and de-
velopment as Germany and France together budgeted for their entire military
efforts.15 The military exploitation of information technology, a ªeld where the
U.S. military excels, is a key element. The systems needed to command the
commons require signiªcant skills in systems integration and the management
of large-scale industrial projects, where the U.S. defense industry excels. The
development of new weapons and tactics depends on decades of expensively
accumulated technological and tactical experience embodied in the institu-
tional memory of public and private military research and development orga-
nizations.16 Finally, the military personnel needed to run these systems are
among the most highly skilled and highly trained in the world. The barriers to
entry to a state seeking the military capabilities to ªght for the commons are
very high.
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14. I calculated these percentages from the country entries in Central Intelligence Agency, The
World Factbook, 2001 (Washington, D.C.: CIA, 2001). The purchasing power parity method used by
the CIA creates an exaggerated impression of China’s current economic and technological capabil-
ity. Measured by currency exchange rates, the United States had 29.5 percent of gross world prod-
uct in 1999, Japan had 14 percent, and China had only 3.4 percent. See “World Gross Domestic
Product by Region,” International Energy Outlook, 2002, Report DOE/EIA-0484 (Washington, D.C.:
Energy Information Administration, 2002), Table A3, Appendix A.
15. International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, 2002–2003 (London: IISS,
2002), pp. 241, 252–253. My colleague Harvey Sapolsky called this to my attention.
16. Harvey M. Sapolsky, Eugene Gholz, and Allen Kaufman, “Security Lessons from the Cold
War,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 78, No. 4 (July/August 1999), pp. 77–89.



command of the sea
U.S. nuclear attack submarines (SSNs) are perhaps the key assets of U.S. open-
ocean antisubmarine warfare (ASW) capability, which in turn is the key to
maintaining command of the sea.17 During the Cold War, the Soviet Union
challenged U.S. command of the sea with its large force of SSNs. The U.S.
Navy quietly won the “third battle of the Atlantic,” though the Soviet suc-
cesses in quieting their nuclear submarines in the 1980s would have necessi-
tated another expensive and difªcult round of technological competition had
the Cold War not ended.18 At more than $1 billion each (more than $2 billion
each for the new U.S. SSN), modern nuclear submarines are prohibitively ex-
pensive for most states. Aside from the United States, Britain, China, France,
and Russia are the only other countries that can build them, and China is
scarcely able.19 Several partially built nuclear attack submarines remained in
Russian yards in the late 1990s, but no new ones have been laid down.20 Per-
haps 20–30 Russian nuclear attack submarines remain in service.21 Currently,
the U.S. Navy has 54 SSNs in service and 4 under construction. It plans to
build roughly 2 new boats every three years. It also has a program to convert
4 Ohio-class Trident ballistic missile submarines into nonnuclear cruise mis-
sile–carrying submarines for land attack. The U.S. Navy also dominates the
surface of the oceans, with 12 aircraft carriers (9 nuclear powered) capable of
launching high-performance aircraft.22 The Soviet Union was just building its
ªrst true aircraft carrier when its political system collapsed. Aside from France,
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17. The actual wartime missions of SSNs in the canonical major regional contingencies—aside
from lobbing a few conventional cruise missiles and collecting electronic intelligence close to
shore—are murky at best.
18. Owen R. Coté Jr., The Third Battle: Innovation in the U.S. Navy’s Silent Cold War Struggle with So-
viet Submarines (Newport, R.I.: Naval War College, 2003), pp. 69–78.
19. Construction of a new Chinese nuclear attack submarine has been delayed many times, and
one is not expected to be completed until 2005. France does not have a nuclear attack submarine
under construction, but it has a program planned for the 2010s. Britain has ordered three new nu-
clear attack submarines, and one is currently under construction. See A.D. Baker III, “World
Navies in Review,” Naval Institute Proceedings, Vol. 128 (March 2002), pp. 33–36.
20. According to A.D. Baker III, “Submarine construction in Russia had all but halted by the fall of
1998.” At the time, there were four incomplete Akula-class nuclear attack submarines and one in-
complete new-design attack submarine in Russian yards. Baker, “World Navies in Review,” Naval
Institute Proceedings, Vol. 125 (March 1999), pp. 3–4. See also Baker, “World Navies in Review,”
March 2002, pp. 35–36. One of the Akulas was ªnally commissioned at the end of 2001. One more
may yet be completed.
21. IISS, Military Balance, 2002–2003, p. 113, suggests 22. Baker, “World Navies,” (March, 2002),
suggests about 30. I count Oscar-class cruise missile submarines as attack submarines.
22. For ªgures on the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps, see IISS, Military Balance, 2002–2003, pp. 18–
21.



which has 1, no other country has any nuclear-powered aircraft carriers. At
$5 billion apiece for a single U.S. Nimitz-class nuclear–powered aircraft carrier,
this is no surprise.23 Moreover, the U.S. Navy operates for the Marine Corps a
ºeet of a dozen large helicopter/VSTOL carriers, each almost twice the size of
the Royal Navy’s comparable (3 ship) Invincible class. To protect its aircraft
carriers and amphibious assets, the U.S. Navy has commissioned 37 Arleigh
Burke–class destroyers since 1991—billion-dollar multimission platforms capa-
ble of antiair, antisubmarine, and land-attack missions in high-threat environ-
ments.24 This vessel is surely the most capable surface combatant in the world.

command of space
Though the United States is not yet committed to actual combat in or from
space, it spends vast amounts on reconnaissance, navigation, and communica-
tions satellites.25 These satellites provide a standing infrastructure to conduct
military operations around the globe. According to Gen. Michael Ryan, the
chief of staff of the U.S. Air Force, the United States had 100 military satellites
and 150 commercial satellites in space in 2001, nearly half of all the active satel-
lites in space.26 According to Air Force Lt. Gen. T. Michael Moseley, air compo-
nent commander in the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003, more than 50
satellites supported land, sea, and air operations in every aspect of the cam-
paign.27 Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld plans to emphasize the mili-
tary exploitation of space, and has set the military the mission of “space
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23. For costs of current U.S. warships, see Ofªce of the Comptroller, U.S. Department of Defense,
“Shipbuilding and Conversion,” National Defense Budget Estimates for the Amended FY 2002 Budget
(Green Book), Procurement Programs (P1), pp. N. 17–18.
24. See http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/ship/ddg-51-unit.htm.
25. The Pentagon has been hinting for some time that it would like to put weapons into space both
for antisatellite attacks and for attacks on terrestrial targets. Many independent space policy ana-
lysts oppose this because the United States gets more out of space than any other state. They ac-
knowledge that this makes U.S. space assets an attractive target, but they argue that hardening
satellites, ground stations, and the links between them makes more sense than starting an expen-
sive arms competition in space. Implicitly, they also rely on deterrence—the superior ability of the
U.S. military to damage the other side’s ground stations, links, and missile launch facilities, as well
as to retaliate with nascent U.S. antisatellite systems against the other side’s satellites. See, for ex-
ample, Theresa Hitchens, Weapons in Space: Silver Bullet or Russian Roulette (Washington, D.C.: Cen-
ter for Defense Information, April 19, 2002); Michael Krepon with Christopher Clary, Space
Assurance or Space Dominance? The Case against Weaponizing Space (Washington, D.C.: Henry L.
Stimson Center, 2003), chap. 3; and Charles V. Pena and Edward L. Hudgins, Should the United
States “Weaponize” Space? Policy Analysis No. 427 (Washington D.C.: Cato Institute, March 18,
2002), pp. 5–10.
26. Vernon Loeb, “Air Force’s Chief Backs Space Arms,” Washington Post, August 2, 2001, p. 17.
27. Jim Garamone, “Coalition Air Forces Make Ground Gains Possible,” American Forces Press
Service, April 5, 2003, http://www.defenselink.mil/news/APR2003/n04052003_200304053.html.



control.”28 For ªscal years 2002–07, the Pentagon plans to spend $165 billion on
space-related activities.29

Other states can and do use space for military and civilian purposes. Though
there is concern that some commercial satellites have military utility for recon-
naissance and communications, many belong to U.S. companies or U.S. allies,
and full exploitation of their capabilities by U.S. enemies can be severely dis-
rupted.30 The NAVSTAR/GPS (global positioning system) constellation of sat-
ellites, designed and operated by the U.S. military but now widely utilized for
civilian purposes, permits highly precise navigation and weapons guidance
anywhere in the world. Full exploitation of GPS by other military and civilian
users is permitted electronically by the United States, but this permission is
also electronically revocable.31 It will not be easy for others to produce a com-
parable system, though the European Union intends to try. GPS cost $4.2 bil-
lion (in 1979 prices) to bring to completion, signiªcantly more money than was
originally projected.32
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28. According to the 2001 Quadrennial Defense Review Report, “The ability of the United States to ac-
cess and utilize space is a vital national security interest.” Moreover, “the mission of space control
is to ensure the freedom of action in space for the United States and its allies and, when directed, to
deny such freedom of action to adversaries.” According to the report, “Ensuring freedom of access
to space and protecting U.S. national security interests are key priorities that must be reºected in
future investment decisions.” Ibid., p. 45
29. General Accounting Ofªce, Military Space Operations: Planning, Funding, and Acquisition Chal-
lenges Facing Efforts to Strengthen Space Control, GAO-02–738 (Washington, D.C.: GAO, September
2002), p. 3. It appears that U.S. military spending on space has nearly doubled since 1998, when it
was estimated at $14 billion. See John Pike, “American Control of Outer Space in the Third Millen-
nium,” November 1998, http://www.fas.org/spp/eprint/space9811.htm.
30. Pike, “American Control of Outer Space.”
31. The United States formerly corrupted the GPS satellite signals to reduce the accuracy that a
nonmilitary user terminal could achieve. On May 1, 2000, President Clinton ended this policy due
to the vast commercial possibilities of highly accurate positional information. At that time, the U.S.
government believed that it could employ new techniques to jam the GPS signals regionally in a
way that would prevent an adversary from exploiting them, but not dilute the accuracy elsewhere.
See President Bill Clinton: “Improving the Civilian Global Positioning System (GPS),” May 1, 2000,
http://www.ngs.noaa.gov/FGCS/info/sans_SA/docs/statement.html.
32. This is the cost of the development and deployment of the system, and the acquisition of
sufªcient satellites (118), to achieve and sustain a 24-satellite array. By 1997, $3 billion had been
spent on “user equipment,” the military terminals that calculate location on the basis of the satel-
lites’ signals. See U.S. Department of Defense, “Systems Acquisition Review Program Acquisition
Cost Summary as of June 30, 1997.” See also General Accounting Ofªce, Navstar Should Improve the
Effectiveness of Military Missions—Cost Has Increased, PSAD-80–91 (Washington, D.C.: GAO, Febru-
ary 15, 1980), p. 14. The European Union has decided to produce a competing system to GPS,
called Galileo. It is estimated that 3 billion euros will be required to buy and operate 30 satellites.
European advocates of Galileo explicitly argue that Europe must have its own satellite navigation
systems or lose its “autonomy in defense.” See Dee Ann Divis, “Military Role for Galileo
Emerges,” GPS World, Vol. 13, No. 5 (May 2002), p. 10.



The dependence of the United States on satellites to project its conventional
military power does make the satellites an attractive target for future U.S. ad-
versaries.33 But all satellites are not equally vulnerable; low earth orbit satel-
lites seem more vulnerable to more types of attack than do high earth orbit
satellites.34 Many of the tactics that a weaker competitor might use against the
United States would probably not be usable more than once—use of space
mines, for example, or so-called microsatellites as long-duration orbital inter-
ceptors. The U.S. military does have some insurance against the loss of satellite
capabilities in its ºeet of reconnaissance aircraft and unmanned aerial vehicles.
A challenge by another country could do some damage to U.S. satellite capa-
bilities and complicate military operations for some time. The United States
would then need to put a new generation of more resilient satellites in orbit.
One estimate suggests that the exploitation of almost every known method to
enhance satellite survivability would roughly double the unit cost.35

The United States has had a number of antisatellite research and develop-
ment programs under way for many years, and some are said to have pro-
duced experimental devices that have military utility.36 The planned U.S.
ballistic missile defense system will also have some antisatellite capability. U.S.
conventional military capabilities for precision attack, even without the sup-
port of its full panoply of space assets, are not trivial. It is quite likely that an
opponent’s own satellites, and its ground stations and bases for attacking U.S.
satellites, would quickly come under sustained attack. The most plausible out-
come of a war over space is that the United States would, after a period of
difªculty, rebuild its space assets. The ªght would not only leave the adversary
devoid of space capability, but would also cause the United States to insist on
the permanent antisatellite disarmament of the challenger, which it would try
to enforce. Finally, the United States would probably assert some special inter-
est in policing space.
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33. Tom Wilson, Space Commission staff member, “Threats to United States Space Capabilities,”
prepared for the Report of the Commission to Assess United States National Security Space Management
and Organization (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Ofªce [GPO], January 11, 2001). Secre-
tary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld chaired this commission.
34. A technically competent country with limited resources may be able to develop a capability to
damage or destroy U.S. reconnaissance satellites in low earth orbit. See Allen Thomson, “Satellite
Vulnerability: A Post–Cold War Issue,” Space Policy, Vol. 11, No. 1 (February 1995), pp. 19–30.
35. This is based on my simple addition of the maximum estimated cost increases associated with
hardening satellites, providing them the capability for autonomous operations, giving them some
onboard attack reporting capability, making them maneuverable, supplying them with decoys,
and providing them with some self defense capability. See Wilson, “Threats to United States Space
Capabilities,” p. 6.
36. Pike, “American Control of Outer Space in the Third Millennium.”



command of the air
An electronic ºying circus of specialized attack, jamming, and electronic intel-
ligence aircraft allows the U.S military to achieve the “suppression of enemy
air defenses” (SEAD); limit the effectiveness of enemy radars, surface-to-air
missiles (SAMs) and ªghters; and achieve the relatively safe exploitation of en-
emy skies above 15,000 feet.37 Cheap and simple air defense weapons, such as
antiaircraft guns and shoulder-ªred lightweight SAMs, are largely ineffective
at these altitudes. Yet at these altitudes aircraft can deliver precision-guided
munitions with great accuracy and lethality, if targets have been properly lo-
cated and identiªed. The ability of the U.S. military to satisfy these latter two
conditions varies with the nature of the targets, the operational circumstances,
and the available reconnaissance and command and control assets (as dis-
cussed below), so precision-guided munitions are not a solution to every prob-
lem. The United States has devoted increasing effort to modern aerial
reconnaissance capabilities, including both aircraft and drones, which have im-
proved the military’s ability in particular to employ air power against ground
forces, but these assets still do not provide perfect, instantaneous informa-
tion.38 Conªdence in the quality of their intelligence, and the lethality and re-
sponsiveness of their air power, permitted U.S. commanders to dispatch rela-
tively small numbers of ground forces deep into Iraq in the early days of the
2003 war, without much concern for counterattacks by large Iraqi army units.39

The U.S. military maintains a vast stockpile of precision-guided munitions
and is adding to it. As of 1995, the Pentagon had purchased nearly 120,000 air-
launched precision-guided weapons for land and naval attack at a cost of $18
billion.40 Some 20,000 of these weapons were high-speed antiradiation missiles
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37. Barry R. Posen, Inadvertent Escalation: Conventional War and Nuclear Risks (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
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Live Brieªng from Iraq,” May 30, 2003, U.S. Department of Defense news transcript, http://
www.defenselink.mil/transcripts/2003/tr20030530–0229.html.
40. General Accounting Ofªce, Weapons Acquisition: Precision-Guided Munitions in Inventory, Pro-
duction, and Development, GAO/NSIAD-95–95 (Washington, D.C.: GAO, June 1995), p. 12.



(HARMs), designed to home in on the radar emissions of ground-based SAM
systems, a key weapon for the SEAD campaign. Thousands of these bombs
and missiles were launched in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, but tens of thou-
sands more have been ordered.41

The capability for precision attack at great range gives the United States an
ability to do signiªcant damage to the infrastructure and the forces of an ad-
versary, while that adversary can do little to harm U.S. forces.42 Air power
alone may not be able to determine the outcome of all wars, but it is a very
signiªcant asset. Moreover, U.S. air power has proven particularly devastating
to mechanized ground forces operating offensively, as was discovered in the
only Iraqi mechanized offensive in Desert Storm, the battle of al-Khafji, in
which coalition air forces pummeled three advancing Iraqi divisions.43 The
United States can provide unparalleled assistance to any state that fears a con-
ventional invasion, making it a very valuable ally.

the infrastructure of command
Two important Cold War legacies contribute to U.S. command of the com-
mons—bases and command structure. Though the United States has reduced
the number of its forces stationed abroad since the Cold War ended, and has
abandoned bases in some places (such as Panama and the Philippines), on the
whole the U.S. Cold War base structure remains intact.44 Expansion of the
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41. The U.S. military says that it needs 200,000 GPS satellite-guided bombs, the joint direct attack
munition or JDAM—7,000 of which were used in the Afghan War. Six thousand ªve hundred
JDAMs were used in the Iraq war. See Lt. Gen. T. Michael Moseley, commander, United States
Central Command Air Forces, “Operation Iraqi Freedom—By the Numbers,” Assessment and
Analysis Division, USCENTAF, April 30, 2003, p. 3, http://www.iraqcrisis.co.uk/downloads/
resources/uscentaf_oif_report_30apr2003.pdf. Boeing is producing this weapon at the rate of 2,000
per month, and the military wants to increase production to 2,800 per month. See Nick Cook, “Sec-
ond-Source JDAM Production Line Moves Closer,” Jane’s Defense Weekly, October 16, 2002, p. 5.
42. Daryl G. Press, “The Myth of Air Power in the Persian Gulf War and the Future of Warfare,”
International Security, Vol. 26, No. 2 (Fall 2001), pp. 5–44, carefully and convincingly demonstrates
that despite weeks of bombing, Iraqi mechanized ground forces in Kuwait and southern Iraq were
still largely intact when the United States opened its ground attack. Perhaps 40 percent of Iraqi
ªghting vehicles were destroyed or immobilized by the air campaign, prior to the start of ground
operations. Nevertheless, once the coalition ground operation began, Iraqi mechanized units man-
aged to maneuver in the desert, in spite of U.S. command of the air. They did not suffer much
damage from U.S. ªxed-wing air attacks during the ground campaign. These forces were de-
stroyed or enveloped by U.S. and allied mechanized ground forces. It should be noted, however,
that army and marine attack helicopters destroyed much Iraqi armor.
43. Ibid., p. 12; and Michael R. Gordon and Bernard E. Trainor, The Generals’ War: The Inside Story of
the Conºict in the Gulf (Boston: Little, Brown, 1995), pp. 267–288.
44. The United States currently has military installations in three dozen foreign countries or spe-
cial territories. See Ofªce of the Deputy Undersecretary of Defense (Installations and Environ-



North Atlantic Treaty Organization has given the United States access to addi-
tional bases in eastern and southern Europe. These bases provide important
stepping-stones around the world. The Pentagon has also improved the U.S.
military’s access in key regions. After the 1991 Gulf War, the United States de-
veloped a network of air base, port, and command and control facilities
throughout the Persian Gulf, and cycled troops and aircraft through these
bases. This base structure allowed the United States to attack Iraq successfully
in 2003, despite the unwillingness of long-time NATO ally Turkey to permit
the use of its territory to add a northern thrust to the effort. Though U.S. lead-
ers were disappointed by Turkey’s stance, it is noteworthy that sufªcient bases
were available in any case. After September 11, 2001, the U.S. government ne-
gotiated access to former Soviet air bases in the now independent states of
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.45

The U.S. military has taken a number of other steps to improve its ability to
send large forces across great distances. Munitions, support equipment, and
combat equipment are prepositioned around the world, ashore and aºoat. For
example, the equivalent of 3 1/3 divisions’ (10 brigades’) worth of army and
marine equipment was prepositioned at key spots in Asia, Europe, and the
Persian Gulf during the 1990s. Perhaps 5 brigades of this equipment were em-
ployed in March 2003. In a crisis, troops ºy to designated airªeld-port combi-
nations to marry up with this equipment. Since 1991 the United States has built
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ment), Department of Defense, “Summary,” Base Structure Report (A Summary of DoD’s Real
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liam S. Cohen, Report of the Quadrennial Defense Review (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense,
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tion came in Europe. See Secretary of Defense William S. Cohen, Annual Report to the President and
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opia, Latvia, Lithuania, Pakistan, and Slovakia. See U.S. Department of Defense, International Con-
tributions to the War against Terrorism, fact sheet, June 7, 2002. See also William M. Arkin, “Military
Bases Boost Capability but Fuel Anger,” Los Angeles Times, January 6, 2002, p. A-1, noting that U.S.
military personnel were working at thirteen new locations in nine countries in support of the war
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a ºeet of 20 large, medium-speed, roll-on/roll-off military transport ships, to
facilitate the movement of military matériel. Each ship can carry nearly 1,000
military vehicles and can off load this equipment at austere ports, if neces-
sary.46 These ships were extensively employed in the mobilization for the war
to topple the Iraqi Ba’ath regime. Similarly, the United States has modernized
its ºeet of long-range airlift aircraft; 90 C17s of 180 on order have been deliv-
ered.47 These aircraft are capable of carrying tank-sized cargo into relatively
mediocre airªelds. They in turn are supported by a ºeet of aerial tankers.
Finally, it is easy to forget that since World War II the U.S. Marine Corps has
specialized in putting large ground and air forces ashore against opposition.
The Marine Corps alone has as many personnel as the combined land and air
forces of the United Kingdom, and the U.S. Navy operates almost 40 special-
purpose combat ships for amphibious operations, roughly the same number of
major surface combatants as the entire Royal Navy.48

Finally, all this capability is tied together by a seldom-mentioned Cold War
legacy: the Uniªed Command Plan through which the U.S. military organizes
the entire world for war. The U.S. military divides the world into both func-
tional and regional commands. In most cases, the regional command elements
are based in the theaters in which they would ªght. PACOM is based in Ha-
waii and oversees U.S. forces in the Paciªc. EUCOM, based in Europe, man-
ages U.S. forces committed to NATO. CENTCOM oversees the Persian Gulf
and Indian Ocean, but does so formally from Florida. Also in Florida, SOUTH-
COM oversees Central and South America. These commands are each led by a
four-star commander in chief (formerly referred to as a “CinC,” pronounced
“sink,” they are now called “combatant commanders”). These are large
multifunction military headquarters, to which are often attached signiªcant
operational forces. They engage in military diplomacy among the countries in
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46. Military Sealift Command, U.S. Navy, fact sheet, “Large, Medium-Speed, Roll-on/Roll-off
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on order.
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power projection capability.



their command and arrange joint exercises. They integrate the products of U.S.
command of space, with the permissive conditions of command of the air and
sea, to develop responsive war plans that can generate signiªcant combat
power in the far corners of the world on relatively short notice. That the geo-
graphical commands were barely touched by the passing of the Cold War is
mute testimony to the quiet consensus among the foreign and security policy
elite that emerged soon after the passing of the Soviet Union: The United States
would hold on to its accidental hegemony.49

maintaining command
U.S. command of the commons is the result of a Cold War legacy of both capa-
bilities and bases, married to the disparity in overall economic power between
the United States and its potential challengers. This disparity permits the
United States to sustain a level of defense expenditure that dwarfs the spend-
ing of any of the world’s other consequential powers. If grand strategists wish
to pursue an activist global foreign policy, then they must preserve command
of the commons. What then must the United States do? In the very long term,
if a country comes to rival the United States in economic and technological ca-
pacity, it will be difªcult to prevent a challenge, though it may be possible to
out-compete the challenger. But in the short and medium terms, a successful
challenge can be made highly impractical. In the short term, there is not much
any other country can do to challenge the United States. In the medium term,
through careful attention and resource allocation, the United States should be
able to stay comfortably ahead of possible challengers. Indeed some of the
more grandiose aspirations of the Pentagon may be realized: Pentagon docu-
ments in the early 1990s talked about deterring any effort to build a capability
to challenge the United States.50 The ªrst full statement of the grand strategy of
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the administration of George W. Bush also declares, “Our forces will be strong
enough to dissuade potential adversaries from pursuing a military build-up in
hopes of surpassing, or equaling, the power of the United States.”51 This objec-
tive goes well beyond the traditional U.S. goal of deterring attacks. Yet it may
be possible to create barriers to entry into the global military power club that
are so high as to seem insurmountable.

maintaining command at sea
Though the United States does not face a signiªcant naval challenge to its
supremacy in the open ocean, it should nevertheless preserve a scientiªc
and technical capability to resume a sustained, large-scale, open-ocean anti-
submarine warfare contest. Similarly, though the United States may not
need the numbers of SSNs that it had during the Cold War, or even that it has
today, it must nevertheless remain on the cutting edge of SSN design and
production.

maintaining command in space
In space, the United States has a more complicated political-military task. It
beneªts from the fact that those states capable of space activities have es-
chewed putting weapons in space. The United States has made the same deci-
sion, on the assumption that if it did, so would others. Ultimately the United
States has more to lose than to gain from such a competition. The military does
need to work aggressively on techniques to harden, hide, and maneuver satel-
lites in case an adversary does try to interfere. An ability quickly to reconsti-
tute some space capabilities should also be maintained, as should alternative
reconnaissance means—aircraft and drones. The United States should also
maintain some counteroffensive capabilities for purposes of deterrence and de-
fense. The United States can leverage its long-range conventional attack capa-
bilities to deny others the free use of space if they attack U.S. assets, and to
reduce their offensive capabilities—mainly through direct and electronic at-
tacks on an adversary’s space launch, ground control, and tracking facilities.
The United States should also maintain some antisatellite weapons research
and development programs.
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51. Bush, The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, p. 30. Accoding to the 2001
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maintaining command of the air
Perhaps the most contested element of U.S. command of the commons is com-
mand of the air. Here, the air force buys weapons as if the principal challenge
is adversary ªghter aircraft. The U.S. Air Force, Navy, and Marine advantage
in air-to-air combat is nearly overwhelming, however. It will be easier for oth-
ers to challenge U.S. access above 15,000 feet with ground-based surface-to-air
missiles of advanced design. The late–Cold War Soviet designs, and their fol-
low-on systems, the so-called double-digit SAMs (with the SA-10 the best
known and most lethal system) can offer real resistance to the U.S. military.52

Fortunately for the United States, these systems are expensive, and Russian
manufacturers sell only to those who can pay cash. China has purchased a
signiªcant number from Russia, and other countries will likely follow.53 U.S.
SEAD capabilities do not seem to be keeping up with this threat, much less
staying ahead of it. The Pentagon needs to put more effort into SEAD if it
hopes to retain command of the air.

Command of the commons is the military foundation of U.S. political pre-
eminence. It is the key enabler of the hegemonic foreign policy that the United
States has pursued since the end of the Cold War. The military capabilities re-
quired to secure command of the commons are the U.S. strong suit. They lever-
age science, technology, and economic resources. They rely on highly trained,
highly skilled, and increasingly highly paid military personnel. On the whole,
the U.S. military advantage at sea, in the air, and in space will be very difªcult
to challenge—let alone overcome. Command is further secured by the world-
wide U.S. base structure and the ability of U.S. diplomacy to leverage other
sources of U.S. power to secure additional bases and overºight rights as
needed.

Command of the commons is so much a part of U.S. military power that
it is seldom explicitly acknowledged, under this rubric or any other. And
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far too little attention is paid to the strategic exploitation of command of the
commons. For example, many U.S. defense policy documents in recent years
allude to the need for speed of deployment to distant theaters of operations
and speed of decision in the theater contingency.54 Among other things,
this has caused the U.S. Army to become obsessed with “lightening” itself
up, to better travel by air and to limit its logistics tail in the theater. This inter-
est in speed seems misplaced. It underexploits the possibilities provided
by command of the commons—the ability of the United States to muster
great power; to militarily, economically, and politically isolate and weaken
its adversaries; and to probe, study, and map the dimensions of the adversary
to better target U.S. military power when it is applied. Full exploitation of com-
mand of the commons is rendered doubly necessary by the real problems pre-
sented once U.S. forces get close to the adversary. Below 15,000 feet, within
several hundred kilometers of the shore, and on the land, a contested zone
awaits them. The U.S. military hopes that it can achieve the same degree of
dominance in this zone as it has in the commons, though this is unlikely to
happen.

The Contested Zone

The closer U.S. military forces get to enemy-held territory, the more competi-
tive the enemy will be. This arises from a combination of political, physical,
and technological facts. These facts combine to create a contested zone—arenas
of conventional combat where weak adversaries have a good chance of doing
real damage to U.S. forces. The Iranians, the Serbs, the Somalis, and the still
unidentiªed hard cases encountered in Operation Anaconda in Afghanistan
have demonstrated that it is possible to ªght the U.S. military. Only the Soma-
lis can claim anything like a victory, but the others have imposed costs, pre-
served at least some of their forces, and often lived to tell the tale—to one
another. These countries or entities have been small, resource poor, and often

International Security 28:1 22

54. The 2001 Quadrennial Defense Review Report seems to be preoccupied with swiftness: For exam-
ple, the DoD seeks forces to “swiftly defeat aggression in overlapping major conºicts” (p. 17); “The
focus will be on the ability to act quickly. U.S. forces will remain capable of swiftly defeating attack
against U.S. allies and friends in any two theaters of operation in overlapping time frames” (p. 21);
and “One of the goals of reorienting the global posture is to render forward forces capable of
swiftly defeating an adversary’s military and political objectives with only modest reinforcement”
(p. 25; repeated on p. 26).



militarily “backward.” They offer cautionary tales. The success of the 2003 U.S.
campaign against the Ba’athist regime in Iraq should not blind observers to the
inherent difªculty of ªghting in contested zones.

Most of the adversaries that the United States has encountered since 1990
have come to understand U.S. military strengths, and have worked to neutral-
ize them. The U.S. military often uses the term “asymmetric” threats to encom-
pass an adversary’s use of weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, or any
mode of conventional warfare that takes into account U.S. strengths. This cate-
gory is a kind of trap: Smart enemies get a special term, but by subtraction,
many are expected to be stupid. This is unlikely to prove true; in any case it is a
dangerous way to think about war.

The essential facts are as follows. First, local actors generally have strong
political interests in the stakes of a war—interests that may exceed those of the
United States. Their willingness to suffer is therefore often greater. Second,
however small the local actors are, they usually have one resource in more
plentiful supply than the all-volunteer U.S. military—males of ªghting age.
Though young men are no longer the most important ingredient of land war-
fare, they do remain critical, particularly in cities, jungles, and mountains.
Third, local actors usually have some kind of “home-court advantage.” Just as
the U.S. military has built up an institutional memory over decades that has
helped it to preserve command of the commons, local actors have often built
up a similar institutional memory about their own arenas. They have intimate
knowledge of the terrain and the meteorology and may have spent years
adapting their military tactics to these factors. This advantage is magniªed
because the local actors are often on the defense, which permits their military
engineers to disperse, harden, and camouºage their forces, logistics, and com-
mand and control. Fourth, foreign soldiers have studied how the U.S. military
makes war. The Cold War saw a great deal of foreign military education as a
tool of political penetration by both the U.S. and Soviet blocs. Potential adver-
saries have been taught Western tactics and the use of Western weaponry.
There are even reports that those who have fought the U.S. forces share infor-
mation on their experiences. Fifth, the weaponry of the close ªght—on land, in
the air at low altitudes, and at sea in the so-called littorals—is much less expen-
sive than that required for combat in the commons. A great deal of useful
weaponry was left over from the Cold War, especially Warsaw Pact designs,
which are particularly cheap. Demand for weaponry has diminished greatly
since the Cold War ended, so there is plenty of manufacturing capability look-

Command of the Commons 23



ing for markets.55 Moreover, the diffusion of economic and technological
capabilities in the civil sector is paralleled in the military sector. New manufac-
turers are emerging, who themselves will seek export markets. Finally, weap-
onry for close-range combat is also being continuously reªned. Old weapons
are becoming more lethal because of better ammunition. New versions of old
weapons are also more lethal and survivable. Because these weapons are rela-
tively inexpensive, even some of the newer versions will ªnd their way into
the hands of smaller and poorer states.

Taken together, these mutually reinforcing factors create a “contested zone.”
In this zone, encounters between U.S. and local forces may result in ªerce
battles. This is not a prediction of U.S. defeat. The United States will be able to
win wars in the contested zone, as it did in Afghanistan in 2002 and Iraq in
2003. It is a prediction of adversity. It is a prediction of a zone in which the U.S.
military will require clever strategies and adroit tactics. It is a zone in which
the U.S. military must think carefully and candidly about its own strengths
and weaknesses, and how to leverage the former and buffer the latter.

limits to air power
Though U.S. aircraft possess signiªcant potential destructive capacity, clever
defenders can make it difªcult to realize this potential. A combination of large
numbers of inexpensive low-altitude air defense weapons; small numbers of
intelligently organized and operated medium-altitude weapons; and system-
atic efforts at camouºage, protection, and concealment have permitted ground
forces to survive the onslaught of modern U.S. air power under some
circumstances.

Inexpensive weaponry drives U.S. ªghters to high altitudes, where their ef-
fectiveness against ground forces is reduced. Below 15,000 feet, expensive tac-
tical ªghter aircraft are vulnerable to inexpensive weaponry—light-to-medium
automatic cannon (antiaircraft artillery, or AAA) and relatively small and inex-
pensive short-range SAMS (mainly portable infrared-guided systems similar
to the U.S. Stinger). Although some kinds of decoys work against some of the
low-altitude SAMs, the effectiveness of AAA is essentially a function of how
many weapons the adversary possesses, their location relative to important
targets, and how much ammunition they are able and willing to expend. AAA
is best thought of as a kind of aerial mineªeld. Vast numbers of AAA weapons

International Security 28:1 24

55. Daniel Williams and Nicholas Wood, “Iraq Finds Ready Arms Sellers from Baltic Sea to
Bosnia,” International Herald Tribune, November 21, 2002.



were built during the Cold War, especially by the Warsaw Pact, but also in the
West. They seem not to wear out.56 The majority of U.S. aircraft and helicopters
lost in the Vietnam War were brought down by AAA.57 Though coalition air-
craft losses in the 1991 Persian Gulf War were very low, AAA and short-range
infrared SAMs caused 71 percent of the attrition.58 Currently, the U.S. military
reports only 7 aircraft lost to enemy ªre in the 2003 war—6 attack helicopters
and an A-10. It is likely that all were victims of short-range air defense weap-
ons.59 In the only major success for Iraqi air defenses, 27 of 35 U.S. Army attack
helicopters were damaged and one was lost in a single raid—all to AAA.60

Even in South Vietnam, where North Vietnamese and Vietcong units had no
radars for early warning, these weapons brought down 1,700 helicopters and
aircraft between 1961 and 1968.61 Generally, it is now the strategy of U.S. and
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tion aircraft in both the northern and southern no-ºy zones. In fact, they started ªring at our air-
craft in 1992, and over the last three years Iraqi AAA has ªred at coalition aircraft over 1,000 times,
launched 600 rockets and ªred nearly 60 SAMs.” Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld and
Gen. Richard Myers, chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, news brieªng, September 30, 2002. See IISS,
The Military Balance, 2002–2003, p. 106, for Iraq’s AAA inventory.
57. According to Kenneth P. Werrell, “Between 1965 and 1973 ºak engaged one-fourth of all ºights
over North Vietnam and accounted for 66% of U.S. aircraft losses over the North.” Werrell, Archie,
Flak, AAA, and SAM: A Short Operational History of Ground-Based Air Defense (Maxwell Air Force
Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1988), p. 102.
58. Thomas A. Keaney and Eliot A. Cohen, Gulf War Air Power Survey Summary Report (Washing-
ton, D.C.: GPO, 1993), pp. 61–62. Thirty-eight aircraft were lost, and 48 were damaged. In explain-
ing these low losses, Keaney and Cohen note: “Although some crews initially tried NATO-style
low-level ingress tactics during the ªrst few nights of Desert Storm, the sheer volume and ubiquity
of barrage antiaircraft artillery, combined with the ability of Stinger-class infrared SAMs to be ef-
fective up to 12,000–15,000 feet, quickly persuaded most everyone on the Coalition side to aban-
don low altitude, especially for weapon release.” See also General Accounting Ofªce, Operation
Desert Storm: Evaluation of the Air Campaign, GAO/NSIAD-97–134 (Washington, D.C.: GAO, June,
1997), Table II.7, p. 94. Fourteen aircraft were destroyed or damaged by radar SAMs, 28 by infrared
SAMS, and 33 by AAA. AAA was much more likely than the other systems to damage rather than
destroy a successfully engaged target.
59. Moseley, “Operation Iraqi Freedom—By the Numbers.”
60. Rowan Scarborough, “Apache Operation a Lesson in Defeat,” Washington Times, April 22, 2003,
p. 1. This was apparently a clever Iraqi ambush. An Iraqi observer watched the helicopters take off
and used a cell phone to alert some air defense units. On a prearranged signal, the local power grid
was turned off for a few seconds to alert the rest. See Lt. Gen. William Scott Wallace, U.S. Army,
“Fifth Corps Commander Live Brieªng from Baghdad,” May 7, 2003, U.S. Department of Defense
news transcript, http://www.defenselink.mil/transcripts/2003/tr20030507-0157html.
61. Between 1961 and 1968, 1,709 U.S. aircraft were lost over South Vietnam, of which 63 percent
were helicopters and the rest ªxed-wing aircraft. During this period, AAA was the only air defense
weapon available to the communists in the South. Werrell, Archie, Flak, AAA, and SAM, p. 112.



Western air forces to ºy above 15,000 feet to avoid AAA. This reduces losses,
but it also signiªcantly reduces a pilot’s ability to locate enemy forces on the
ground, to distinguish targets from decoys, to distinguish undamaged targets
from damaged ones, and more generally to develop a feel for the ground situa-
tion. A mobile adversary, with some knowledge of camouºage and deception,
operating in favorable terrain, can exploit these problems. Thus inexpensive
and simple air defense weapons help to protect ground forces even when they
do not down many aircraft.

Operations above 15,000 feet can be further complicated by an integrated
air defense system (IADS), which combines a communications system, early
warning radars and signals intelligence collection devices, and medium-
to-high-altitude SAM systems, as well as AAA.62 An IADS does not have to
shoot down many aircraft to lend assistance to ground forces. As discussed
earlier, U.S. aircraft leverage technological advantages to suppress these inte-
grated air defenses by jamming their radars and communications, by targeting
SAMs with radar homing missiles, and by attacking communications nodes.
More often than not, direct attacks on SAMs cause the gunners to shut down
their radars, which makes the SAMs ineffective. At the same time, it usually
ensures that the radar homing missiles fail to destroy the launchers—hence the
term SEAD (suppression of enemy air defenses). Since 1972 both the Israeli air
force and the U.S. air force(s) have proven this tactic, but it comes at a cost. It is
safe to enter enemy airspace only when a host of expensive and scarce special
assets are assembled.

Though the United States can command enemy airspace when it musters its
SEAD capabilities, it cannot do so without them, and thus an adversary gets
three beneªts.63 First, the scarcity of suppression assets slows the overall rate of
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62. Passive electronic intelligence collection consists of radio receivers that track both radio and
radar emissions. Without information on the precise content of coded communications, such sys-
tems may still develop an understanding of certain patterns of communications that are associated
with certain kinds of operations. Occasional lapses in communications security may provide the
actual content of communications to the receiver. Radio direction ªnding can provide indications
of where certain patterns of electronic emissions occur, and where they are going. These can be
cross-referenced with what radars may observe. The reports of spies and observers can also be in-
tegrated with this information. Over time, a competent adversary may build up a picture of U.S.
procedures and tactics, which can prove invaluable. It is likely that this is how the Serbs were able
to shoot down a U.S. F-117 stealth ªghter in 1999. Because the Serbs destroyed so few U.S. aircraft,
the magnitude of this particular achievement is underappreciated.
63. Some believe that the advent of stealth obviates this statement, but that does not seem to be the
case. Stealth aircraft missions are generally planned to beneªt from air defense suppression,
though it appears that these missions rely on somewhat less direct suppressive support than do
conventional bombing missions. Little more can be said, as the tactics of stealth missions are
highly classiªed.



U.S. attack to the rate at which they can be assembled and organized.64 Second,
it is not safe to remain in airspace that is defended by an IADS, because it is
difªcult to sustain enough pressure to keep the defender’s radars “off the air”
for more than a short time. Finally, it seems that suppression operations gener-
ate lots of patterned activity—much of it emitting electronic signals. A dense
network of reasonably good radars and passive electronic intelligence capabili-
ties can develop a picture of such patterned activities, and thus provide early
warning of U.S. attacks. Married to a decent communications system, the ad-
versary’s forces in the ªeld can be alerted to take cover.65 The defender may
not shoot down many U.S. or other Western aircraft with this system; indeed
the harder it tries, the more likely it is to suffer destruction. But by playing a
game of cat and mouse, the defender can survive and achieve its minimum ob-
jective—it can ration U.S. attacks and gain useful early warning of those at-
tacks. If patient, the defender may from time to time encounter tactical
situations where it can score a kill.

In 1999 the Serb army demonstrated that AAA at low altitudes and a well-
constructed, if obsolescent, IADS at medium to high altitudes can offer power-
ful assistance to an adversary ground force as it attempts to survive the attacks
of U.S. air forces. NATO did little damage against Serb ªeld forces in Kosovo in
1999.66 It was no doubt discouraging to the adversary’s air defense troops that
they shot down so few U.S. aircraft. Nevertheless, when air defenses success-
fully defend key assets, they have done their job. Serbian forces presented a
large array of small mobile targets. The adversary could easily camouºage
tanks, tracks, and guns and could also offer a wide variety of decoys to attract
the attention of U.S. pilots. Serbia’s mobile SAMS also largely survived U.S. at-
tempts to destroy them, so the United States was forced to continue mounting
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64. Relying on accounts by Adm. James Ellis, commander in chief of Allied Forces Southern Eu-
rope during the Kosovo war, Timothy L. Thomas reports the Serbian strategy: “To prevent its air
defense assets from being neutralized, the Serbian armed forces turned their assets on only as
needed. They therefore presented a ‘constant but dormant’ threat. This resulted in NATO using its
most strained assets (e.g., JSTARS, AWACS, or airborne warning and control system) to conduct
additional searches for air defense assets and forced NATO aircraft to ºy above 15,000 feet, making
it difªcult for them to hit their targets. Ellis noted that NATO achieved little damage to the Serbian
integrated air defense system.” see Thomas, “Kosovo and the Current Myth of Information Superi-
ority,” Parameters, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Spring 2000), pp. 14–29; quotation on p. 8 of the web version.
65. As Thomas notes, “Their [Serbian] offsets included deception, disinformation, camouºage, the
clever use of radar, spies within NATO, helicopter movement NATO couldn’t detect, and the ex-
ploitation of NATO’s operational templating of information dominance activities (e.g., satellites,
reconnaissance ºights). See ibid., pp. 3, 9 of the web version.
66. On Serbia’s air and ground strategies, as well as Serbia’s tactical successes, see Barry R. Posen,
“The War for Kosovo: Serbia’s Political-Military Strategy,” International Security, Vol. 24, No. 4
(Spring 2000), pp. 54–66.



elaborate suppression operations, providing the Serbs with useful early
warning.

There were obvious limits to Serbian success. Large, ªxed transportation tar-
gets (such as bridges) and economic infrastructure targets (such as power sta-
tions) cannot be moved, and they cannot easily be camouºaged. Only truly
modern SAMs can possibly defend such targets from high-altitude aircraft
armed with precision-guided munitions. In the end, it was the U.S. ability and
demonstrated willingness to destroy Serbia’s infrastructure and economy that
coerced Slobodan Miloševib into accepting a deal that satisªed NATO’s war
aims, but that deviated in important ways from NATO’s original demands.
The cautionary lesson is that a well-operated, if obsolescent, integrated air de-
fense system can defend a ground force skilled at camouºage and deception.67

Iraqi air defenses and ground forces were apparently less successful at this
game in 2003 than the Serbs were in 1999. Information is still limited, but sev-
eral explanations seem plausible. First, Iraqi air defenses were in very poor
shape on March 19, when the war ofªcially began. The Iraqi air defense system
was badly damaged in the 1991 war, damaged further during eleven years
of engagements with U.S. and other Western air forces in the northern
and southern no-ºy zones, and largely prevented from replacing its losses or
improving its technology by the twelve-year arms embargo. Existing Iraqi
SAMs also seem to have been in disrepair, perhaps due to their age, the
embargo, or operator incompetence.68 Second, it appears that Iraqi SAM opera-
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67. For a collection of deception tactics and countermeasures that the Serbs are said to have em-
ployed, see “Tactics Employed by the Yugoslav Army to Limit NATO Air Strikes’ Effectiveness,”
Associated Press, November 18, 2002. Daryl Press notes that even in the deserts of Kuwait and
southern Iraq, U.S. ªghter aircraft experienced difªculties attacking a dug-in, camouºaged,
ground force. See Press, “The Myth of Air Power in the Persian Gulf War,” pp. 40–42. As of this
writing, insufªcient information has emerged to determine the effectiveness of these techniques in
the U.S.-led war with Iraq that began in March 2003.
68. Lt. Gen. T. Michael Moseley, “Coalition Forces Air Component Command Brieªng,” April 5,
2003, U.S. Department of Defense news transcript, http://www.defenselink.mil/news/Apr2003/
t04052003_t405mose.html, alludes to enforcement of the no-ºy zones as an opportunity to degrade
the Iraqi air defense system. He reports that after the ªrst three or four days of the war, his ºyers
were able to switch from suppression to destruction of Iraqi air defenses, which suggests that the
defenders suffered heavy losses in the early days, perhaps because they turned their radars on too
often. Finally he said that “every time they move one of those things [a SAM or radar] they have a
tendency to break something on them,” which suggests unreliable and/or poorly maintained
equipment. After the conventional phase of the war ended, an Iraqi air defense ofªcer, Gen.
Ghanem Abdullah Azawi, declared: “There has been practically no air defense since 1991. Nobody
rebuilt it. We didn’t receive any new weapons.” Quoted in William Branigin, “A Brief, Bitter War
for Iraq’s Military Ofªcers: Self-Deception a Factor in Defeat,” Washington Post, April 27, 2003,
p. A25.



tors were more aggressive in the early days of the war than was sensible, giv-
ing U.S. and British pilots excellent engagement opportunities. Third, Iraqi
ground forces appear not to have enjoyed as much success at cover, conceal-
ment, and camouºage as did the Serbs. The terrain south of Baghdad may not
have been favorable to such tactics, though opportunities did exist and much
Iraqi equipment survived U.S. and British air attacks.69 Perhaps as important,
Iraqi forces had to concentrate and sometimes chose to maneuver en masse
to try to meet U.S. ground attacks, creating better targets for U.S. aircraft.70

Serb ground forces faced neither the necessity to concentrate nor the tempta-
tion to maneuver on a large scale because they faced no risk of a NATO ground
attack.

The 1999 Kosovo war may provide other lessons as well. Militaries that have
fought, or think they might ªght, the United States now exchange lessons and
technology. Serbs and Iraqis discussed tactics before the war in Kosovo be-
gan.71 Iraq sought commercial communications technology to increase the re-
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69. One journalist who toured Iraqi defenses south of Baghdad either in late March or early April
reports that Iraqi units were well dispersed, dug in, and camouºaged. He saw some damaged
equipment but more that had survived. Robert Fisk, “Saddam’s Masters of Concealment Dig In,
Ready for Battle,” Independent, April 3, 2003, p. 1. On April 5, U.S. troops “found herds of tanks
abandoned by the Iraqi Army and Republican Guard” in Karbala. See Jim Dwyer, “In Karbala,
G.I.’s Find Forsaken Iraqi Armor and Pockets of Resistance,” New York Times, April 6, 2003, sec. B,
p. 4. One postwar report suggests that “fewer than 100 Republican Guard tanks were knocked out
in the battles around Baghdad, so coalition ofªcers say hundreds of modern T-72 main battle tanks
and BMP infantry ªghting vehicles are still to be found.” Tim Ripley, “Building a New Iraqi
Army,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, April 16, 2003, p. 3. Other journalists toured the same area after the
end of conventional ªghting and reported the existence of vast, but entirely unused, prepared de-
fensive positions and the destruction of many reasonably well-camouºaged Iraqi combat vehicles,
though they kept no count. They note little evidence of dead Iraqi soldiers and suggest that many
units melted away. Terry McCarthy, “What Ever Happened to the Republican Guard?” Time, May
12, 2003, pp. 24–28. On the whole, it seems that large quantities of Iraqi armored vehicles and
weapons survived concentrated Western air attacks, but Iraqi troops abandoned their equipment.
One cannot know if better-led, more tactically proªcient, and more politically committed troops
would have found ways to employ this surviving equipment to offer stronger resistance to U.S.
ground forces.
70. William M. Arkin, “Speed Kills,” Los Angeles Times, June 1, 2003, pt. M, p. 1, suggests that the
Iraqis suffered grievous damage when they tried to maneuver under cover of a late-March sand-
storm. More generally, a U.S. Marine noncommissioned ofªcer declared, “Every time they try to
move their tanks even 100 yards, they get it from our aircraft. We are everywhere.” See Matthew
Fisher, “Skirmishes in Baghdad: Marines Blow Up Scores of Abandoned Iraqi Tanks and Ar-
moured Vehicles,” Times Colonist (Victoria, Canada), April 7, 2003, p. A5.
71. Philip Shenon, “The Iraqi Connection: Serbs Seek Iraqi Help for Defense, Britain Says,” New
York Times, April 1, 1999, p. A 16. This appears to have been two-way commerce. Until very re-
cently, any companies in the former Yugoslavia apparently exported military equipment to Iraq in
violation of the UN arms embargo. See Williams and Wood, “Iraq Finds Ready Arms Sellers from
Baltic Sea to Bosnia.”



silience of its air defense communications network.72 This assistance seems to
have come from Chinese ªrms, which suggests that Serb, Iraqi, and Chinese air
defense experts have compared notes.73 Serbia’s mobile SA-6s largely survived
NATO attacks, but its immobile SA-3s fared poorly.74 Formerly immobile, ob-
solescent Iraqi SA-3 missiles turned up in domestically built mobile versions
on the backs of trucks prior to the 2003 war.75 The fact that Iraq did not proªt
from its contacts with Serbia does not undermine the central point—past and
potential U.S. adversaries may exchange information. The Iraqis themselves
demonstrated in the 1991 Gulf War that mobility pays: Though coalition forces
chased Iraqi truck-mounted Scud surface-to-surface missiles all over the
desert, it seems clear that none were destroyed during that war.76 Scuds made
no appearance in the 2003 war, but Iraq did possess many smaller, short-range
tactical ballistic missiles. Though these were priority targets for U.S. forces be-
cause of their presumed ability to deliver chemical weapons, many of these
systems survived attack. Indeed, on April 7, 2003, after nearly nineteen days of
combat, a missile struck the headquarters of the Second Brigade of the 3d In-
fantry Division, just south of Baghdad.77

the light infantry challenge
The 1991 and 2003 Gulf Wars strongly suggest that there are few, if any, ground
forces in the world that can challenge the U.S. Army in tank warfare in open
country. But there are other possible ground ªghts—in cities, mountains, jun-
gles, and marshes. And the United States needs to be cognizant of some of the
difªculties that may lie ahead. The ªrst is sheer numbers. The two remaining
designated members of the “axis of evil,” Iran and North Korea, have conscript
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72. A ªber-optic network was reportedly added to Iraq’s air defense command and control sys-
tem. See IISS, The Military Balance, 2002–2003, p. 98.
73. Andrew Koch and Michael Sirak, “Iraqi Air Defences under Strain,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, Feb-
ruary 28, 2001. The article also notes that while some Serbs have reportedly helped Iraq militarily
over the years, others reportedly provided intelligence about Iraq to the United States and Britain.
74. Department of Defense, news brieªng, June 10, 1999. See the slide “Air Defense BDA,” http://
www.defenselink.mil/news/Jun1999/990610-J-0000K-008.jpg.
75. IISS, The Military Balance 2002–2003, p. 98.
76. For reviews of the evidence supporting this point, see William Rosenau, Special Operations
Forces and Elusive Enemy Ground Targets: Lessons from Vietnam and the Persian Gulf War, MR-1408-AF
(Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 2001), pp. 40–44; and “The Great Scud Hunt: An Assessment,” Cen-
tre for Defence and International Security Studies, Lancaster University, 1996, http://www.cdiss.
org/scudnt6.htm.
77. Two soldiers and two journalists were killed, ªfteen soldiers were wounded, and 17 military
vehicles were destroyed. Steven Lee Myers, “A Nation at War: Third Infantry Division; Iraqi Mis-
sile Strike Kills Four at Tactical Operations Center,” New York Times, April 8, 2003, sec. B, p. 3.



armies: Together these two countries have 13 million males between the ages
of 18 and 32.78 They do not train all these men for war; the training their sol-
diers get is almost certainly uneven; and for local political reasons, some of
these young men would not necessarily ªght. But this total does give some
idea of the potentials: These men are an important military resource. This pat-
tern can be expected elsewhere. The world’s population is expected to grow
from 6 billion to 8 billion by 2025, with most of that growth in the developing
world.79 Moreover, ground troops should have no trouble ªnding infantry
weapons. According to one study, there are perhaps 250 million military and
police small arms in the world, including mortars and shoulder-ªred antitank
weapons.80

U.S. strategists must also be cognizant of the signiªcant police problem that
would arise in the event the United States tried to conquer and politically reor-
ganize some of these populous countries. The historical record suggests that
stability operations require between two and twenty soldiers and/or police-
men per 1,000 individuals, depending on the level of political instability.81 The
low ªgure is consistent with average U.S. police presence; the high ªgure with
the height of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Prior to the commencement of
hostilities against Iraq in March 2003, many warned that the postwar occupa-
tion of the country could require signiªcant troops. Gen. Eric Shinseki, then
chief of staff of the U.S. Army, estimated before the Congress in late February
2003 that several hundred thousand troops would be required for several years
to occupy Iraq with its 22 million people. Undersecretary of Defense Paul
Wolfowitz derided this estimate.82 By the end of April 2003, Pentagon planners
were projecting that a force of 125,000 would be needed for at least a year.83 As
of early June, plans to withdraw troops of the hardworking 3d Infantry Divi-
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78. IISS, The Military Balance, 2002–2003, pp. 103–105, 153–154, 279, 299. Nearly 10 million are in
Iran, which conscripts perhaps only 125,000 of its 950,000 eligible males annually. North Korea
appears to conscript virtually all of its eligible males.
79. U.S. Commission on National Security/21st Century, New World Coming: American Security in
the 21st, Supporting Research and Analysis, September 15, 1999, p. 40.
80. Alexander Higgins, “UN-Backed Study Estimates 639 Million Small Arms in World,” Associ-
ated Press, June 24, 2002; see also “Red Flags and Buicks: Global Firearm Stockpiles,” chapter
summary, Small Arms Survey, 2002, http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/Yearbook/EngPRkitCH2_
11.06.02.pdf.
81. James T. Quinlivan, “Force Requirements in Stability Operations,” Parameters, Vol. 25, No. 4
(Winter 1995–1996), p. 61.
82. Eric Schmitt, “Pentagon Contradicts General on Iraq Occupation Force’s Size,” New York Times,
February 28, 2003, p. 1.
83. Tom Squitieri, “Postwar Force Could Be 125,000,” USA Today, April 28, 2003, p. 1.



sion, which spearheaded the drive to Baghdad, had been shelved due to the
deteriorating security situation, leaving 128,000 U.S. Army troops in Iraq and
45,000 more in Kuwait performing logistics functions. Perhaps another 30,000
U.S. Marines and British troops were also in Iraq. One unnamed U.S. Army
ofªcer averred that he has not seen the army so stretched in his thirty-one
years of military service.84 Yet with nearly 160,000 troops in Iraq, Maj. Gen. Tim
Cross, the British deputy head of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assis-
tance, agreed that there were too few troops to keep order.85

U.S. military personnel, however, have almost become too expensive to hire.
The Department of Defense completed a detailed study in summer 2002 sug-
gesting that the military services cut 90,000 uniformed personnel.86 It consid-
ered asking the army to cut one of its ten active divisions. At the time, the U.S.
defense budget was going up, and the United States was already heavily en-
gaged in the war on terror. The U.S. government had deªned this war broadly,
and the Pentagon civilian leadership favored extending it to Iraq. The demand
for U.S. personnel would likely rise. Yet the sheer expense of uniformed per-
sonnel caused the Defense Department to brieºy consider reducing the size of
the armed forces.87 This suggests that the United States must avoid lengthy
military operations that require a large number of ground troops.

It is tempting to believe that heavily armed, high-technology ground forces
can easily defeat large numbers of enemy infantry. But two vignettes, one from
Somalia and the other from Afghanistan, suggest a different lesson. Elite U.S.
Special Operations forces suffered high casualties in a mission gone awry in
Mogadishu in 1993.88 They were in part a victim of their own mistakes. But So-
mali gunmen fought with courage, and some skill, and were assisted by the ur-

International Security 28:1 32

84. Bradley Graham, “Iraq Stabilization Impinges on Army Rotation, Rebuilding,” Washington
Post, June 6, 2003, p. A21.
85. ”‘Too Few Troops’ in Iraq,” BBC News, May 26, 2003, http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/
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86. Tom Bowman, “Pentagon to Consider Large-Scale Troop Cuts,” Baltimore Sun, July 10, 2001,
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“with personnel eating up a signiªcant portion of the defense budget, and with Rumsfeld and his
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88. Mark Bowden, Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press,
1999), is the source for what follows.



ban environment. They clearly had “gone to school” on U.S. forces in
preceding weeks, learning their patterns and tactics.89 Their local intelligence
apparatus may have provided some warning of the U.S. raids, and a crude
communications system allowed them to mobilize and coordinate the move-
ment of their forces.90 The Somalis reportedly altered simple, Soviet-pattern
RPG-7 antitank rockets to make them more effective weapons against U.S. heli-
copters.91 Some observers suggest that al-Qaeda taught them this trick. Soviet
AK-47 assault riºes, RPG-7 antitank rocket launchers, and ammunition for
both appear to have been plentiful. And no wonder—millions of AK-47s had
been manufactured and could be had for as little as $200 dollars apiece in So-
malia.92 The Somalis did, however, suffer grievous casualties, perhaps thirty
times the eighteen U.S. dead.93 The Somalis may be among the most individu-
ally courageous ªghters U.S. soldiers have encountered since the North Viet-
namese. But even better prepared and better armed urban infantry combatants
do exist, as the Russians discovered in Grozny in 1995.

In recent years, the U.S. military has been working assiduously to improve
its urban combat capability, but soldiers still expect ªghts against competent
defenders in cities to be costly and difªcult.94 A military rule of thumb is that
it takes one company, one day, and 30–40 percent casualties to take one well-
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89. Ibid., p. 21.
90. Ibid., pp. 31, 230.
91. Ibid., pp. 110–111. The RPG-7, intended as a point-detonated antitank projectile, reportedly
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93. Ibid. p. 333.
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destroyed much of the city. Estimates of communist dead range from 1,000 to 5,000, out of a force
of perhaps 12,000. See Abbott Associates, Modern Experience in City Combat, Technical Memoran-
dum 5–87, AD-A180 999 (Aberdeen, Md.: U.S. Army Human Engineering Laboratory, 1987),
pp. 67–68. Casualty estimates are from Jack Shulimson, Lt. Col. Leonard A. Blasiol, Charles R.
Smith, and Captain David Dawson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Deªning Year, 1968 (Washington,
D.C.: History and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1997), p. 213.



defended city block, which would usually be defended by a platoon one-third
its strength.95 It is generally believed that casualties of this magnitude would
render a unit combat ineffective for some period. After two ªghts of this kind,
it would likely take months to rebuild the unit’s combat power—even if the in-
fantry replacements could be found, which seems difªcult given the U.S. vol-
untary recruitment system. The entire U.S. active Army has only about 60
infantry battalions (180 companies), so it would be stressed if it stumbled into
a major, extended, urban campaign against an army of even modest size.
Saddam Hussein’s regime did not prepare to wage such a campaign in Bagh-
dad in 2003, allowing its best units to be destroyed outside of the city.96 But
Iraqi infantry experienced their only successes in smaller cities across southern
Iraq, most notably in an-Nasiriya, where they fought bloody battles with the
U.S. Marines.97 The marines suffered more than half of the U.S. casualties in
the war, though they provided about a third of the ground forces. Their com-
mander, Lt. Gen. James Conway, explained this anomaly as follows: “The
forces that we had come up against were pretty much in the villages and towns
along the single avenues of approach that we had that led into Baghdad. It was
close-quarter ªghting, in some cases hand-to-hand ªghting.”98

Captured documents from al-Qaeda training bases in Afghanistan show
how competent infantry can be trained with relatively low-technology tech-
niques.99 Al-Qaeda trainers, many of whom appear to have served in regular
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the Iraqis had discussed the details of an urban defense of Baghdad before the war, “but none of
this was carried out.” Robert Collier, “Iraqi Military Plans Were Simplistic, Poorly Coordinated,”
San Francisco Chronicle, May 25, 2003, p. A-19.
97. Peter Baker, “A ‘Turkey Shoot,’ but with Marines as the Targets,” Washington Post, March 28,
2003, p. A1; Dexter Filkins and Michael Wilson, “A Nation At War: The Southern Front; Marines,
Battling in Streets, Seek Control of City in South,” New York Times, “March 25, 2003, p. A1; John
Roberts, “On the Scene: A Formidable Foe,” March 26, 2003, http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/
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forces, gathered tactical manuals from various armies. They distilled the infor-
mation from these manuals into a syllabus. They lectured from the syllabus
and insisted that each aspirant take copious notes, in effect copying a manual
for himself. All procedures appear then to have been carefully drilled in the
ªeld. Bases were decorated with large training posters on various subjects.

Operation Anaconda (March 2–18, 2002) provides a sense of the success of
this training, though it is unclear whether the adversary consisted entirely of
al-Qaeda troops trained in Afghanistan.100 Given the obvious skill of the de-
fenders, it may be that these were the instructors, and not the troops, waging
the ªght. The adversary proved extremely skillful at camouºage; a motorized
column of Afghan allies was ambushed at close range.101 U.S. forces, though
supported by reconnaissance and intelligence assets of all kinds, probably lo-
cated not more than half of al-Qaeda’s prepared positions in the Shah-e-Kot
valley.102 In at least one case, U.S. Special Forces helicopters landed practically
on top of some of these positions, and were quickly shot up with heavy ma-
chine gun and RPG ªre.103 One Chinook transport helicopter was destroyed
and another severely damaged. Every U.S. attack helicopter supporting the op-
eration was peppered with bullet holes; four of seven AH-64s were damaged
so severely that they ceased to ºy sorties.104 U.S. infantry were often brought
under accurate mortar ªre, which produced most of the two dozen U.S. casual-
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Strategy,” Los Angeles Times, March 24, 2002, p. 1.
102. In the case of one communications bunker, an army intelligence specialist noted: “You
wouldn’t see it unless you looked directly on it. Predator wouldn’t have been able to see it.” The
bunker contained a radio set up with “low probability of intercept techniques,” which would have
made it very difªcult for U.S. electronic intelligence assets to detect its presence. See Thomas E.
Ricks, “In Mop Up, U.S. Finds ‘Impressive’ Remnants of Fallen Foe,” Washington Post, March 20,
2002, p. 1.
103. Cooper, “The Untold War,” p. 1; see also Department of Defense, “Background Brieªng on the
Report of the Battle of Takur Ghar,” May 24, 2002.
104. According to one reporter, “Five [AH-64] Apaches were present at the start of the battle, a
sixth arrived later that morning and a seventh ºew up from Kandahar to join the ªght that after-
noon. None of the helicopters was shot down, but four were so badly damaged they were knocked
out of the ªght. The ªre the Apaches braved was so intense that when the day was over, 27 of the
28 rotor blades among the seven helicopters sported bullet holes, said Lt. Col. James M. Marye, the
commander of the 7th Battalion, 101st Aviation Regiment.” Sean D. Naylor, “In Shah-E-Kot,
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ties on the ªrst day of the ªght.105 After several days of combat, many al-
Qaeda troops withdrew under cover of poor weather.106 Few bodies were dis-
covered in the valley, though U.S. ofªcers believe that many al-Qaeda were
killed and obliterated by powerful bombs. As far as one can tell, al-Qaeda
waged this ªght with the ubiquitous Soviet-pattern AK-47 assault riºe, RPG-7
shoulder-ªred antitank grenade launcher, PKM medium machine gun, 12.7-
millimeter DShK heavy machine gun, and 82-millimeter medium mortar.
(There were no reliable reports of infrared-guided short-range air defense mis-
siles ªred, though a good many of them seem to have been found in Afghani-
stan.) Pictures of caches in Afghan caves often show crates of ammunition for
these weapons stacked ºoor to ceiling.107 It is important to note that better am-
munition for existing Warsaw Pact–pattern infantry weapons will surely ap-
pear. Sophisticated, lightweight ªre control systems, which can radically
increase the lethality of such weapons, have also been designed. In addition,
new generations of affordable infantry weapons will start reaching potential
adversaries. Even in the Anaconda battle, night-vision devices were reportedly
found in abandoned enemy positions.108 If true, an important U.S. technical
and tactical advantage has already waned. In short, large numbers of males of
military age, favorable terrain, solid training, and plentiful basic infantry
weapons can produce signiªcant challenges for the U.S. military.

littoral combat
Since the Cold War ended, the U.S. Navy has been keen to show that it is rele-
vant to the problems of the day. Thus, early in the 1990s it began to reorient it-
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self toward affecting military matters ashore, insofar as it barely had any
enemies left at sea. Its ªrst public statements about this project were From the
Sea and Forward . . . From the Sea.109 The chief of naval operations reemphasized
the navy’s mission close to the adversary’s shore as part of his Sea Power 21
concept.110 Though the navy leadership understands that combat in the
littorals is a different kind of mission from its past specialization, and that this
requires different assets and skills, not much progress has been made in the
last decade.111

A properly constructed sea-denial capability in littoral combat combines
several elements: bottom mines; diesel electric submarines; small, fast, surface
attack craft; surveillance radars; passive electronic intelligence collectors; long-
range mobile land-based SAMs; and long-range, mobile, land-based antiship
missiles. Aircraft and helicopters also play important roles. These systems are
inexpensive relative to the cost of U.S. warships and aircraft. There are a num-
ber of militaries worldwide with expertise in littoral combat.112 Germany, Is-
rael, Sweden, and perhaps South Korea are probably the best in terms of
combining the most modern relevant technology and weaponry, with good
training and appropriate tactics. (Only Germany and Sweden organized them-
selves to ªght a superpower navy, however.) China, Iran, North Korea, and
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Taiwan have all developed a considerable littoral capability, though each suf-
fers some shortfalls. In recent years no great power has actually fought a ªrst-
class littoral navy, but there are examples of how damaging the various ele-
ments of littoral warfare can be.

Naval mines are very lethal and difªcult to ªnd and eliminate.113 Iraq nearly
blew the U.S. cruiser Princeton in half during Desert Storm with two modern
bottom mines.114 A more primitive Iraqi moored contact mine badly damaged
and nearly sank the amphibious landing ship LPH Tripoli in the same engage-
ment. In 1987 a $1,500, World War I–design, Iranian ºoating mine nearly sank
the U.S. frigate Samuel Roberts.115 Iraq still possessed some naval mines in the
2003 war, but few were deployed. Nevertheless, it took nearly a week for a
combined force of British, U.S., and Australian mine-hunting units to clear the
channel to the port of Umm Qasr of what was subsequently discovered to have
been a total of eleven mines. It was learned, however, that the Iraqis had been
preparing to lay another seventy-six mines as the war began, and commanders
were very relieved that the outbreak of the war forestalled this action.116

Mobile land-based antiship missiles might prove as difªcult to ªnd as mo-
bile Scuds or mobile SAMs. An improvised, land-based French-built Exocet
badly damaged a British destroyer during the 1982 Falklands War.117 Land-
based Iranian Silkworm antiship missiles, of Chinese manufacture, damaged
two tankers at a Kuwaiti oil terminal in 1987, from nearly 80 kilometers
away.118 Similar missiles were ªred by Iraq in the same area in the 2003 war,
though no shipping was hit and no serious damage was done. Iraqi antiship
missiles instead struck a harborside shopping mall in Kuwait City on March
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29, and then struck near Umm Qasr on April 1. U.S. and British ground and air
forces had been in southern Iraq for more than a week, yet these systems had
eluded detection.119 Antiship missiles ªred from surface vessels and aircraft
have damaged or sunk several large naval vessels. Two Exocets ªred from an
Iraqi aircraft nearly sank the U.S. frigate Stark in 1987, killing thirty-seven sail-
ors.120 Air-launched Exocets sank the British destroyer Shefªeld and the con-
tainer ship Atlantic Conveyor in the 1982 Falklands War.121 U.S. ship-launched
Harpoons sank two Iranian ships in Operation Praying Mantis in April 1988.
Two Iranian ships managed to ªre missiles in the same engagement, but nei-
ther was successful.122

Though they did not prove lethal against large ships, lightly armed (Swed-
ish-built) Iranian Boghammer speedboats proved a nuisance in the Persian
Gulf during the 1980–88 Iraq-Iran War. Their main mission was machine gun
and rocket attacks on ships trading with the gulf states, especially Kuwait,
which provided the money that fueled Saddam Hussein’s war machine. Be-
cause the shallow waters of the northern gulf were considered too dangerous
for large warships, due to mines and presumably land-based antiship missiles,
the U.S. Navy built two ºoating bases aboard large, leased, commercial barges
and used them for special operations helicopters and patrol boats to deal with
this threat.123 They did this successfully, though at some risk. The use of a
small motorboat by suicide bombers against the U.S. destroyer Cole on October
14, 2000, has added a new dimension to this threat. Moreover, much more so-
phisticated fast-attack aircraft can be built.124 Major navies now feel compelled
to devise new weaponry to counter these cheap, nimble, and potentially
deadly attackers. In a recent U.S war game, a defending “red force” navy con-
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sisting of small boats and some aircraft, attacked the simulated U.S. Navy task
force entering the Persian Gulf and sent much of it to the bottom.125

Finally, though modern diesel electric submarines have not sunk any major
surface combatants of late, they have proven extremely difªcult to catch.
Hunting for diesel electric submarines in coastal waters is rendered difªcult by
the poor acoustical transmission properties of shallow water and the back-
ground noise of coastal trafªc. When running on its battery, a diesel electric
submarine is naturally very quiet. When recharging the battery, its diesel
sounds much like any other diesel in coastal waters. Its snorkel may generate a
heat and radar signature, which ASW aircraft could exploit, but not if they can
in turn be engaged by SAMs based aºoat or ashore. A German-designed Ar-
gentine submarine made several unsuccessful attacks against British aircraft
carriers during the Falklands War. Large quantities of ASW munitions were
used against it, without scoring a hit.126 When the Iranians took their ªrst So-
viet-designed Kilo-class submarine out for its maiden voyage several years
ago, the U.S. Navy is said to have quickly lost track of it.127

Treated separately, these weapons are not only annoying but also potentially
deadly. Deployed together, they produce synergies that can be difªcult to
crack. These synergies become even more deadly when the “terrain” favors the
defense (i.e., in constricted waters such as the Persian Gulf). Bottom mines are
difªcult enough to ªnd and disable when one is not liable to attack. If the
mineªeld is covered by ªre, if it lies within the lethal range of shore-based
antiship missiles, the work could be impossible. A maximum effort by a task
force of heavily armed surface vessels may with difªculty defend mine hunters
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working close to shore against antiship missile attack, but this will surely pro-
duce a signature that will attract the attention of surveillance assets ashore and
perhaps draw the combined attention of surface, subsurface, and land-based
assets.128 The point here is not that the U.S. Navy could not ultimately take a
competent littoral defense force apart. It probably could. The point is that it
could take time, and may impose considerable costs.

Thus far, the United States has been fortunate in that it has encountered ad-
versaries with perhaps only one of these three capabilities—air, land, or sea.
And even when the adversary has had one of these specializations, it has not
necessarily been the best of breed. Serbian air defense troops were extremely
good, but their best weaponry was at least a generation old, maybe older. The
Somalis fought with great tenacity and, candidly, drove the United States from
the country. But they were neither as well armed nor as well trained as the al-
Qaeda troops in the Shah-e-Kot valley during Operation Anaconda in Afghan-
istan. The al-Qaeda troops were still not as well armed as some adversaries
that U.S. forces might encounter, and there were probably not more than a few
hundred of them in the ªght. Finally, the U.S. Navy’s littoral engagements in
the Persian Gulf have been fought under fortuitous conditions. Iraq did not
take littoral warfare especially seriously. The Iranian navy suffered because it
had lost many of its ofªcers in the 1979 revolution and arguably had never
fully focused on the littoral mission. The shah of Iran had delusions of gran-
deur and sought a blue water navy.

One cannot predict whether the United States will encounter an adversary
with the full panoply of capabilities that make possible the contested zone, and
the United States need not take up the challenge if it is presented with such an
array. A decade from now, however, it seems plausible that China and Iran will
have mastered a range of air, sea, and land combat capabilities. U.S. Naval au-
thorities are already nervous about Iran’s capabilities.129 North Korea is proba-
bly quite good in the arena of close, ground combat, but only mediocre in the
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realm of air defense and littoral warfare.130 Russia will probably be the source
of most of the best antiaircraft systems sold around the world to possible
U.S. adversaries, though China will surely enter that market as its systems im-
prove. Russia will also produce and sell deadly weapons for littoral warfare. It
is likely that Russia itself will remain a master of antiair warfare, will develop
(or arguably redevelop) mastery in littoral warfare, but will have problems
generating land power, especially infantry power.

Implications

Military strategy that fully exploits command of the commons is not compli-
cated in principle. From time to time, even a policy of selective engagement
may necessitate offensive engagements; indeed they may necessitate ªghts in
the contested zone. The main point is that time is usually on the side of the
United States. U.S. military power resides mainly in North America, where it is
largely safe from attack. Command of the sea allows the United States to mar-
shal its capabilities, and those of its allies, from around the globe to create a
massive local material superiority.

Command of the commons also permits the isolation of the adversary from
sources of political and military support, further increasing the U.S. margin of
superiority and further allowing the passage of time to work in favor of the
United States. This is especially useful against adversaries who depend on ex-
ports and imports. U.S. allies have large numbers of good, small-to-medium,
naval surface combatants, especially appropriate for maintaining a block-
ade.131 These ships play important roles in the worldwide war on terror.132
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They played important roles in the isolation of Iraq, which was under eco-
nomic embargo from 1990. Though Iraq illegally exported some oil and ille-
gally imported some weapons and military technology between 1990 and 2003,
its military capability suffered greatly in these years. It failed to modernize in
any signiªcant way and was prevented from recovering its ability to invade its
neighbors. The erosion of Iraq’s conventional combat power contributed to
U.S. conªdence as it considered an invasion of Iraq in the autumn of 2002.
Once the third Persian Gulf War began in March 2003, it rapidly became clear
that Iraqi conventional weapons had on the whole not improved since 1991.
Iraqi tactics improved slightly, in part because U.S. forces could not avoid the
contested zones. Over the last decade, the U.S. Navy and allied navies quietly
helped to starve Iraq’s army and air force. Had they not done so, U.S. casual-
ties in the 2003 war in Iraq would surely have been higher.

Command of space allows the close study of the adversary and the tailoring
of U.S. capabilities to ªght that enemy, while command of the air permits a
careful wearing away of the adversary’s remaining strengths. There is little
that an adversary can do to erode U.S. military capabilities or political will un-
less the United States engages on the enemy’s terms. But the United States
does not need to be in any rush to launch attacks into enemy-held real estate.
Instead it can probe an adversary’s defenses, forcing it to elicit the information
that U.S. forces need. U.S. probes can also lure the adversary into using up
some of its scarce and difªcult-to-replace imported munitions. At the appro-
priate time, if necessary, quantitatively and qualitatively superior U.S. and al-
lied forces can directly challenge the much-weakened adversary. The ªght may
still prove difªcult, but the United States will have signiªcantly buffered itself
against the perils of the contested zone.

In land warfare, U.S. military capabilities are particularly lethal when de-
fending against adversaries who have to move large amounts of heavy mili-
tary equipment and supplies forward over long distances. Command of space,
and command of the air, permit the United States to exact an immense toll on
advancing ground forces and the air forces that support them. This means that
the United States should have a good chance of deterring regional aggressors,
and successfully defending against them in the event that deterrence fails, if it
has some forces in the theater and is permitted to mobilize more forces in a
timely fashion. Command of the sea helps the U.S. keep forces forward de-
ployed, even in politically sensitive areas, and reinforce those forces quickly.
Rapid response still, however, depends on good political relations with the
threatened party. On the whole, states worry more about proximate threats
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than they do about distant ones. But the tremendous power projection capabil-
ity of the United States can appear to be a proximate threat if U.S. policy seems
domineering. So command of the commons will provide more inºuence, and
prove more militarily lethal, if others can be convinced that the United States is
more interested in constraining regional aggressors than achieving regional
dominance.

Command of the commons and the enduring contested zones mean that al-
lies remain useful, more useful than current U.S. strategic discourse would
suggest. The allies provide the formal and informal bases that are the crucial
stepping stones for U.S. power to transit the globe. The military power of these
allies contributes modestly to maintenance and exploitation of command of
the commons, but can contribute signiªcantly to the close ªghts and their af-
termath. The NATO allies, for example, have great expertise in sea mine clear-
ance and possess many mine hunters; Britain and France together have nearly
half again as many mine-hunting vessels as the U.S. Navy.133 Several of the al-
lies have good ground forces, and perhaps most critically, good infantry that
seem able to tolerate at least moderate casualties. The British Army and Royal
Marines have 43 infantry battalions—all professionals—nearly half as many as
the United States; France has another 20.134 Given the relative scarcity of U.S.
infantry, allied ground forces are also particularly useful in the postconºict
peace-enforcement missions necessary to secure the fruits of any battleªeld
victory.

implications for grand strategy
The nature and scope of U.S. military power should affect U.S. grand strategy
choices. U.S. military power is very great; if it were not, no hegemonic policy
would be practical, but that does not mean that every hegemonic policy is
practical. Today, there is little dispute within the U.S. foreign policy elite about
the fact of great U.S. power, or the wisdom of an essentially hegemonic foreign
policy. Even before the September 11 terrorist attacks, the foreign policy debate
had narrowed to a dispute between primacy and selective engagement, be-
tween a nationalist, unilateralist version of hegemony, and a liberal, multilat-
eral version of hegemony. U.S. command of the commons provides an
impressive foundation for selective engagement. It is not adequate for a policy
of primacy.
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Primacy, in particular, depends on vast, omnicapable military power, which
is why the Bush administration pushes a military agenda that aims self-
conªdently to master the “contested zones.”135 President Bush and his advisers
believe that the United States need not tolerate plausible threats to its safety
from outside its borders. These threats are to be eliminated. Insofar as preven-
tive war is difªcult to sell abroad, this policy therefore requires the ability to
act alone militarily—a unilateral global offensive capability. The effort to
achieve such a capability will cause unease around the world and will make it
increasingly difªcult for the United States to ªnd allies; it may cause others to
ally against the United States. As they do, the costs of sustaining U.S. military
preeminence will grow. Perhaps the ªrst problem that primacy will create for
U.S. command of the commons is greater difªculty in sustaining, improving,
and expanding the global base structure that the United States presently
enjoys.

Current Pentagon civilian leaders understand that they do not yet have the
military to implement their policy. They hope to create it. For political, demo-
graphic, and technological reasons, the close ªghts in the contested zones are
likely to remain difªcult—especially when the adversary is ªghting largely in
defense of its own country. Senior civilian and military planners in the Penta-
gon seem to believe that somehow the technological leverage enjoyed in the
commanded zone can be made to apply equally well in the contested zone if
only the Pentagon spends enough money. This seems a chimera. Although one
doubts that the United States would lose many ªghts in the contested zones,
the costs in lost U.S., allied, and civilian lives of one or more such ªghts could
be great enough to produce signiªcant political problems at home and abroad
for an activist U.S. foreign policy of any kind.

Selective engagement aims above all to create conditions conducive to great
power peace on the assumption that many other beneªts ºow from this bless-
ing, the foremost being U.S. security. In return for their cooperation, others get
U.S. protection. Command of the commons makes this offer of protection cred-
ible. Their cooperation, in turn, makes the protection easy for the United States
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to deliver. Great powers typically chafe at such dependency relationships, so
U.S. diplomacy must be particularly adroit to sustain their willingness to
cooperate. Command of the commons gives the United States a tremendous
capability to harm others. Marrying that capability to a conservative policy of
selective engagement helps make U.S. military power appear less threatening
and more tolerable.

Command of the commons creates additional collective goods for U.S. allies.
These collective goods help connect U.S. military power to seemingly prosaic
welfare concerns. U.S. military power underwrites world trade, travel, global
telecommunications, and commercial remote sensing, which all depend on
peace and order in the commons. Those nations most involved in these activi-
ties, those who proªt most from globalization, seem to understand that they
beneªt from the U.S. military position—which may help explain why the
world’s consequential powers have grudgingly supported U.S. hegemony.

There is little question that the United States is today the greatest military
power on the planet, and the most potent global power since the dawn of the
age of sail. This military power is both a consequence and a cause of the cur-
rent skewed distribution of power in the world. If the United States were not
the dominant economic and technological power, it would not be the domi-
nant military power. The fact of U.S. military dominance is also a consequence
of choices—the choice to spend vast sums on armaments and the choice of
how to spend those sums. Nevertheless, the immense U.S. military effort has
not produced military omnipotence, and it probably cannot. Policymakers
need a more nuanced understanding of the favorable U.S. military position to
exploit it fully and to ensure that foreign and military policy are mutually
supporting.
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