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This book is dedicated to my father, Jonathan, 
with profound respect and gratitude 
for his example and encouragement



The fi rst, the supreme, the most far-reaching act of judgment that 
the statesman and commander have to make is to establish . . . the 
kind of war on which they are embarking; neither mistaking it for, 
nor trying to turn it into, something that is alien to its nature. This 

is the fi rst of all strategic questions and the most 
comprehensive. . . .

Nothing is more important in life than fi nding the right standpoint 
for seeing and judging events, and then adhering to it. . . . Policy 

is the guiding intelligence and war only the instrument.

Carl von Clausewitz, On War
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WHAT IS THE BEST DEFENSE STRATEGY for America?
In other words, for what purposes should the United States be prepared to fi ght, 

and how should US military forces be readied to fi ght such wars? Because these 
questions involve life and death and loss on a great scale, they cannot be answered 
sensibly without a clear sense of the purposes such a strategy should serve.

For many years, these questions were not so pressing or pointed. Following 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States was so much more powerful 
than any plausible rival that it could readily best any opponent over any interest 
for which it might realistically care to contend. While the United States might 
not have been able to seize Beijing or Moscow without suffering a nuclear re-
tort, it had no reason to try. It enjoyed global preeminence without going to 
such lengths. For anything it might care to fi ght over—against Russia over 
NATO or against China over Taiwan, the South China Sea, or Japan—it needed 
only to apply the resources required to prevail.

That world is gone. The “unipolar moment” is over.1

Above all, this is because of the rise of China. Napoleon is supposed to have 
remarked that, when China rose, the world would quake.2 China has now 
arisen—and is continuing to rise. And the world is quaking. For the fi rst time 
since the nineteenth century, the United States no longer boasts the world’s in-
disputably largest economy. As a result, we are witnessing a return to what is 
commonly referred to as “great power competition.” This is a euphemism for 
an almost physical reality: an object so large must have the greatest conse-
quence for any system that must accommodate it. China’s enormous size and 
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sophistication mean that its rise will be of the utmost signifi cance. It is one 
thing to describe the phenomenon; it is another thing to understand how to react 
to it.

This book seeks to explain what this reality means for the defense of the 
United States and its important interests. It is motivated by the concern that 
Americans and those interested in America’s defense strategy do not yet have a 
framework to answer these questions in a way that is at once comprehensive, 
rigorous, and sound. There are, of course, contemporary works on strategy—
many superb—but they are mostly concerned with grand strategy. Few lay out 
a single, coherent framework that provides clear guidance on what the nation’s 
defense strategy should be as an outgrowth of its grand strategy.3

The absence of such a framework is a serious problem. In the unipolar era, 
Americans could make decisions about strategic questions without too much 
fear of the consequences; America’s preponderance of power buffered it from 
the results of its decisions becoming too painful.

This is no longer the case. Power is now more diffuse, and the places to 
which it is diffusing—especially China—are not established US allies. Ten 
years ago, the United States spent more on defense than the next eighteen coun-
tries combined, and most of the immediately trailing countries were close al-
lies. Today, that margin has shrunk; it spends as much as the next seven 
combined, and China, which has leapt into second place, has increased its de-
fense spending by around 10 percent every year for the past twenty-fi ve years. 
And the margin is likely to shrink further as China grows.4

It is not only the structure of global power that has changed. In the 1990s or 
2000s, one could imagine that the world was becoming more peaceful and co-
operative; states such as China and Russia appeared largely to accept the inter-
national lay of the land. Recently, however, the world has become more tense, 
if not rivalrous, in ways that refl ect not just structural changes but also the 
reemergence of a more overtly competitive attitude. This has meant that major 
war, which once seemed a thing of the past at least in certain parts of the world, 
now seems considerably more plausible.

How should the United States orient itself to all this? The fundamental reality 
is that there are now structural limitations on what the United States can do—it 
cannot do everything at once. Thus it must make hard choices. And with hard 
choices, a framework for making them—a strategy—is crucial. A state can mud-
dle through without a conscious strategy when the consequences are minor, when 
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others determine its fate, or when it is already servant to an existing strategic 
framework. But, given their newfound limits, Americans now need to reconcile 
their international aspirations and commitments with their ability and willingness 
to follow through on them. To make intelligent decisions under such conditions, 
Americans need a basis for determining what is important and what is not, what 
the primary threats to the nation’s interests are, and how best to serve those inter-
ests in a way that is attentive to the costs and risks they are willing to bear.

Importantly, a strategy is a framework, not a master plan. It is predicated on 
a coherent view of the world and provides a logic within which to make choices 
and prioritize. It is, at its heart, a simplifying logic to deal with a complex world 
that would otherwise be bewildering. Strategy, in this sense, is like any good 
theory meant to help explain the world—it should be as simple as possible, but 
no simpler. Without such a logic, there is no coherent way to discern what is 
truly important and needs to be specially prepared for versus what can be man-
aged or ignored. In the situation of scarce resources in which the United States 
now fi nds itself, this is a recipe for frustration or disaster.

A strategic framework is especially necessary in times of transition like to-
day, when the ideas and frameworks of yesteryear become increasingly mis-
matched with reality. The generation of post–Cold War primacy unmoored 
some Americans, or at least some of their leaders and eminent thinkers, from 
underlying realities, giving them a highly exaggerated sense of what the United 
States could and should accomplish in the international arena. This has had a 
number of sorry results. Moreover, many of America’s leading thinkers on in-
ternational affairs retain this heady sensibility, as if hoping the nation can will 
itself back to unipolarity, even as many ordinary Americans sense that things 
have changed profoundly. At the same time, there is a powerful strain, espe-
cially in the academy, of arguing that the United States should retrench and 
adopt a dramatically less engaged foreign policy than it has pursued since the 
Second World War.

My aim in this book is to describe how Americans can deal with this new real-
ity and can pursue and protect their important interests abroad at levels of risk and 
cost they can realistically and justifi ably bear. In particular, I am concerned with 
how they can be prepared to wage war for very important interests and do so in a 
sane way. This is a defense strategy book; it is rooted in a grand strategy, but its 
focus is on military affairs. War is not just another province of human activity; I 
argue that military affairs are in important respects determinative. But they are 
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not comprehensive, and if defense strategy is done right, they can be made mar-
ginal. Success for the strategy in this book would be precisely this result: a situa-
tion in which the threat of war is not salient. But attaining this goal, paradoxically, 
requires a clear and rigorous focus on war. Readers will not fi nd here any discus-
sion of how to compete with China economically, how most international institu-
tions should evolve, or any number of other problems in international politics. 
This is not because these are not important issues—they are—but because if 
Americans do not have the right defense strategy, these other considerations and 
interests will be forced to take a backseat. Figuring out that strategy is the task of 
this book.

Although this is a book about war—why it happens, for what purposes it 
should be fought, and how it should be waged—it is designed to promote peace, 
particularly a decent peace. But a decent peace compatible with Americans’ 
freedom, security, and prosperity does not spontaneously generate.5 It is an 
achievement. This book is designed to try to show how Americans might 
achieve such a peace at a level of cost and risk they can bear in an era when a 
decent peace can no longer be taken for granted.

Plan of the Book

This book proceeds deductively, beginning from fi rst principles and present-
ing conclusions only after the logic leading to them has been established. The 
idea is to allow the reader to see the logical progression clearly, rather than start-
ing from conclusions and then justifying them. I provide the plan below for those 
who wish to have a clear sense of where they are heading or who want to read 
selectively. Chapters 1 through 4 lay out the broad geopolitical strategy that 
should guide American defense strategy. Chapters 5–11 present the military 
strategy needed to uphold that broader strategy. Chapter 12 is a short conclusion.

Chapter 1 lays out the fundamental purposes of American grand strategy and 
how they shape US defense strategy. It introduces the central role of balances 
of power, with an emphasis on the core objective of denying any other state he-
gemony over one of the world’s key regions in order to preserve Americans’ se-
curity, freedom, and prosperity. It explains why Asia is the world’s most 
important region, given its wealth and power, and why China is the world’s 
other most important state. Like other very powerful states, China has a 
most potent interest in establishing hegemony over its region, and, predictably, 
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Beijing appears to be pursuing this goal. Denying China hegemony over Asia is 
therefore the cardinal objective of US grand strategy.

Chapter 2 explains why favorable regional balances of power matter for US 
strategy. It describes the role of anti-hegemonic coalitions in upholding such 
balances, namely, by leaguing together enough states to agglomerate more 
power than an aspiring regional hegemon and its confederates can muster. This 
chapter describes the challenges to forming and sustaining such coalitions in 
the face of an aspiring regional hegemon, especially when the aspirant employs 
a focused and sequential strategy designed to short-circuit or break apart any 
such coalition. Such a strategy allows the aspiring hegemon to focus on and iso-
late coalition members in sequence, progressively weakening the coalition until 
the aspirant is able to achieve its hegemony. This problem points to the impor-
tance of a cornerstone balancer—especially an external cornerstone balancer—
and the United States’ unique ability to play this role. Last, the chapter explains 
why the United States must focus on playing this role in Asia, given that an 
anti-hegemonic coalition is unlikely to form against China without America do-
ing so and the much better prospects that such coalitions will form and sustain 
themselves in other key regions with a more modest American contribution.

Chapter 3 outlines the importance of alliances—formal commitments to fi ght 
for other states—within an anti-hegemonic coalition, which can itself be a more 
informal grouping that includes both alliances and less entangling partnerships. 
Alliances provide reassurance to states that might otherwise bandwagon with an 
aspiring hegemon such as China, especially in the face of its focused and se-
quential strategy. But, for participants, they also present the risk of entangle-
ment in unnecessary or too costly wars. This is especially because defense of an 
ally, especially by a cornerstone balancer such as the United States, needs to be 
both effective and credible, which may not be easy to achieve. What matters 
most, however, is not American credibility in some general sense—that is, up-
holding every pledge or promise the United States has ever made, however 
imprudent—but US differentiated credibility in Asia: the degree to which 
important actors in the region believe that the United States will defend them ef-
fectively against China. The primary importance of this differentiated credibility, 
in turn, permits the United States to make diffi cult but important choices in 
other theaters without undermining its differentiated credibility in Asia.

Chapter 4 is about defi ning the US alliance, or defense, perimeter. Because the 
success of the anti-hegemonic coalition depends on America’s protecting and 
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husbanding its differentiated credibility, the United States must carefully select 
which states to include and exclude. If it undercommits, the coalition will be too 
weak; if it overcommits, it risks overextension, defeat, and the loss of its differ-
entiated credibility. While some states, such as Japan and Australia, should obvi-
ously be included, whether others should be is less clear-cut. Because of the 
delicacy and competitiveness of the power balance, the United States should seek 
to include as many states as it can defend while excluding those it cannot. But this 
question of defensibility cannot be answered without an understanding of the best 
military strategy for the United States. Thus we must apprehend what America’s 
best military strategy is before we can identify its optimal defense perimeter.

Chapter 5 begins the discussion of the best military strategy for the United 
States in light of this broad geopolitical challenge. It discusses the problems of 
conducting a limited war against China, given that both sides possess survivable 
nuclear arsenals, and explains why the United States must prepare to fi ght a lim-
ited war in this context. The chapter lays out why, in any war between the United 
States and China, both sides have the strongest incentives to keep the confl ict 
limited, including most fundamentally by taking steps to avoid a large-scale nu-
clear war. Because neither side can reasonably contemplate a total war over par-
tial (even if very important) stakes, the prevailing side will be the one that fi ghts 
more effectively under whatever constraints emerge. This means that the victor 
will be the one that can achieve its goals while leaving such a heavy burden of 
escalation on the other side that the opponent either practically cannot or will 
not escalate its way out of a partial defeat.

Chapter 6 argues that, in its defense planning, the United States needs to fo-
cus on China’s best military strategies rather than simply pleading ignorance 
and preparing for all eventualities or focusing on China’s likeliest or most de-
structive potential strategies.

Chapter 7 argues that China’s best military strategy is likely to be a fait ac-
compli strategy against an exposed member of the anti-hegemonic coalition, es-
pecially one connected by an alliance or quasi-alliance to Washington. This is 
because strategies that rely on persuading a targeted country to give up core 
goods such as autonomy—as China would need to do to establish its regional 
hegemony—are likely to fail. Instead, China is likely to rely primarily on brute 
force to subordinate targeted states while depending on persuasion to deter that 
state’s allies from coming effectively to its defense. The optimal form of this 
strategy is the fait accompli whereby China seizes vulnerable US confederates 
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such as Taiwan or the Philippines while deterring a suffi ciently strong defense 
by the United States and any other states that might participate. Applied sequen-
tially, this strategy could undermine US differentiated credibility and weaken 
the coalition until it collapses, opening the way for China to become the re-
gional hegemon. China’s fi rst target for this strategy is likely to be Taiwan, 
given its proximity to China and status as a US quasi-ally.

Chapter 8 lays out the optimal US response to China’s best strategy. Restor-
ing military dominance over China is infeasible, given its size and growth tra-
jectory. Horizontal or vertical escalation is likely to fail or result in destruction 
out of proportion to any gains. Accordingly, America’s best military strategy is 
a denial defense, or a strategy that seeks to deny China’s ability to use military 
force to achieve its political objectives. China’s strategy of subordinating tar-
geted states through a fait accompli requires more than seizing peripheral terri-
tory: it must seize and hold the target state’s key territory. With this leverage, 
Beijing could impose its terms; without it, it is unlikely to persuade even mod-
erately resolute states to forgo their autonomy. Accordingly, the United States 
and any other engaged coalition members should seek to deny China the attain-
ment of this standard. They can do so either by preventing China from seizing 
a target state’s key territory in the fi rst place or by ejecting the invaders before 
they can consolidate their hold on it.

Chapter 9 argues that if a Chinese invasion of Taiwan or the Philippines can 
be defeated in one of these ways, then Beijing will bear a heavy burden of es-
calation. China is very unlikely to be able to escalate its way to victory from 
such a defeat, since any such effort is likely to catalyze an effective coalition 
response. In such circumstances, the defenders can either settle in for a pro-
tracted war on an advantageous basis or attempt to coerce China’s acceptance 
of defeat, most effectively through a strategy mixing elements of denial with 
cost imposition. If the defenders can defeat China’s best military strategy even 
in the case of Taiwan, the anti-hegemonic coalition will very likely succeed in 
blocking Beijing’s pursuit of regional hegemony.

Chapter 10 begins by emphasizing that conducting such an effective defense 
of Taiwan, while feasible, is by no means easy; China may be too powerful or 
the participating elements of the coalition too ill prepared for the defenders to 
mount an effective resistance. In this case, the defenders may have to substan-
tially expand the war to conduct an effective denial defense, in effect assuming 
a heavy burden of escalation. Alternatively, if the defenders cannot prevent a 
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successful Chinese invasion, the coalition might even be forced to recapture a 
lost ally. In this case, the key question is how the coalition, which should—if it 
is to serve its purpose—constitute a network of states with greater total power 
than China and its confederates, can muster the resolve to take the costly and 
risky steps needed to prevail. The solution to this problem is a binding strategy. 
This is an approach that deliberately positions the coalition members, including 
the United States, such that China’s ability to employ its best military strategy 
would catalyze the coalition members’ resolve to defeat it. The logic is to en-
sure that China, by putting its best strategy into effect, will make clear to the 
coalition members that they are better off defeating it now rather than later. This 
can be done if China’s actions make the coalition members believe that it is 
more aggressive, ambitious, cruel, unreliable, powerful, or disrespectful of 
their honor than they had previously thought.

Chapter 11 lays out the implications for US defense strategy that follow from 
the book. The top priority for the US defense establishment should be ensuring 
that China cannot subordinate a US ally or quasi-ally in Asia, with the fi rst prior-
ity being developing and maintaining the ability to conduct a denial defense of 
Taiwan. In light of this, the United States should maintain its existing defense 
perimeter in Asia. It should generally seek to avoid assuming additional alli-
ances, particularly on the Asian mainland, but, if conditions require it, consider 
selectively adding a small number of Asian states as allies. The United States 
should also maintain a strong nuclear deterrent and a focused but effective coun-
terterrorism posture; it should also maintain a missile defense shield against 
North Korea and Iran if this is not too costly. On the other hand, in order to focus 
its scarce resources, the United States should not size, shape, or posture its mili-
tary to deal simultaneously with any other scenario alongside a war with China 
over Taiwan. Its fi rst, overriding priority must be the effective defense of allies 
in Asia against China. If the United States does want additional insurance, how-
ever, it can make some provision for the one other scenario in which the United 
States might not realistically be able to defeat an opponent’s theory of victory af-
ter defeating a Chinese assault on an ally in Asia: defeating a Russian fait accom-
pli attempt against an eastern NATO ally, which is the only other scenario in 
which the United States could fi nd itself facing a great power armed with a sur-
vivable nuclear arsenal and able to seize and hold allied territory. That said, the 
United States should seek to have European states assume the greater role in 
NATO. Last, this chapter considers what to do if both a denial defense and bind-
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ing strategy fail; in this event, selective friendly nuclear proliferation may be the 
least bad option, though this would not be a panacea and would be dangerous.

In chapter 12, the book ends by emphasizing that the ultimate goal of this 
strategy is to be able to come to a decent peace and an acceptable détente with 
China. Achieving this, however, requires fi rm and focused action, and accept-
ance of the distinct possibility of war with China.
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1

A DEFENSE STRATEGY IS A WAY of employing, posturing, and developing mili-
tary assets, forces, and relationships to attain a set of goals that are derived from 
and designed to serve broader political aims. My purpose in this book is to con-
sider what America’s defense strategy should be.

The Fundamental Purposes of American Strategy

Charting such a strategy must begin with identifying America’s overall na-
tional objectives. These are, of course, subject to debate and not susceptible to 
precise defi nition; it is in the nature of a free society that these core questions 
are never fully settled. Yet certain fundamental political goals are very likely to 
command broad agreement among Americans. These are to maintain the na-
tion’s territorial integrity and, within that territory, security from foreign attack; 
sustain a free, autonomous, and vigorous democratic-republican political order; 
and enable economic fl ourishing and growth. In simpler terms, our basic na-
tional objectives are to provide Americans with physical security, freedom, and 
prosperity.1

Physical security is the cornerstone of all other interests and values; without 
it, people cannot take advantage of either freedom or prosperity and may lose 
them entirely. But physical security alone is not suffi cient. To fulfi ll even the 
most basic understanding of America’s political purposes, Americans must be 
free enough to determine their national life—to choose their own fate. Last, 
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Americans must be suffi ciently prosperous, not only for its own sake but to un-
dergird confi dence in their society’s fairness. Americans may elect to pursue 
ends beyond these three, but they may plausibly do so only if they are suffi -
ciently secure, free, and prosperous.

The Central Role of the Balance of Power

The international arena in which the United States pursues these objectives 
remains anarchic, in the sense that there is no global sovereign to make and en-
force judgments in a dispute.2 In this context, security, freedom, and prosperity 
cannot be taken for granted; they are not self-generating. This is for two rea-
sons. First, in an ungoverned situation, actors may rationally seek advantage 
and profi t by using force to take from or undermine others. Second, inherently 
vulnerable actors may fi nd it prudent to take preventive action against potential 
threats: the best defense may be a good offense. These factors mean that the 
prospect of force shadows Americans’ pursuit of these goals.

To ensure its security, freedom, and prosperity, any country, including the 
United States, has a most powerful interest in ensuring a favorable balance of 
power with respect to its key interests. This is simply another way of saying that 
the most effective way to check another from doing something one does not 
want to abide is to be more powerful than the other is with respect to that inter-
est. If one fails to maintain a favorable balance, one’s enjoyment of these goods 
will be at the sufferance of the one who enjoys the advantage.

Ensuring America’s security, freedom, and prosperity thus requires us to ad-
dress the foundational role of power. To fulfi ll its core purposes, the United 
States should seek sustainably favorable military-economic balances of power 
with respect to the key regions of the world. In this chapter I will lay out the fol-
lowing key principles:

• Power in this context is composed of military-economic strength.
• The actors that matter most are states.
• Balances of power particularly matter in the key regions of the world, 

which are those where military-economic strength is clustered.
• The purpose of balancing is to deny another state hegemony over one of 

the key regions of the world.
• The favorable balance should be sustainable over time.
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What Is the Balance of Power?

Physical force, especially the ability to kill, is the ultimate form of 
coercive leverage. While there are other sources of infl uence, such as wealth, 
persuasiveness, and charisma, they are all dominated by the power to kill. One 
with the ability to kill another can, if willing, escalate any dispute to that level 
and thus prevail. Although hard power is not the only form of power, it is dom-
inant if effectively employed; hard power always has the capacity to dominate 
soft power. Left unaddressed, might trumps right. Therefore, to protect its inter-
ests, the United States must be especially concerned about the use of physical 
force.

In stable societies, the sovereign monopolizes the legitimate use of violence: 
this is law and order. But because there is no global sovereign, war—violence 
at a large and organized scale—is the fi nal court of appeal in the international 
arena; if a disputant resorts to force, differences will ultimately be resolved in 
favor of the side that more effectively musters enough military power. To pro-
tect their interests in the international sphere, states such as the United States 
must therefore actively address the threat of violent force.

This is not to say that violence is always the most visible element of power. 
To the contrary: other elements of power—political, commercial, intellectual, 
ideological, spiritual—are usually more prominent, and mutually benefi cial co-
operation is normal and natural. But this is true only when the threat of violence 
is confi ned and regulated, and because of its capacity to dominate, this in turn 
requires the threat of violence itself. In other words, precisely to allow these 
softer instruments of power to be more infl uential, the threat of violence needs 
to be constrained. And because violence is the most important element of 
power, military power is ultimately necessary to constrain it.

Who Matters for the Balance of Power?

This reality means that US strategy for the world must fi rst and foremost 
reckon with those with the power to wield large-scale violence, which means 
those that can muster military power. Less powerful actors, particularly those 
with some means of wreaking catastrophic violence (such as weapons of mass 
destruction), can pose a serious threat, but their weakness, by defi nition, means 
that more powerful parties have ways to deal with them. Specifi cally how the 
United States can do so is addressed later in this book.
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In the modern world, military power derives from the ability to raise and 
command capable armed forces. Modern militaries, especially the more ad-
vanced and effective ones, are highly sophisticated, complex, and often large. 
They are therefore expensive and must be supported by advanced, robust eco-
nomic and technological bases. Further, they are administratively and logisti-
cally demanding and need highly capable administrative structures to enforce 
the cohesion and command the obedience needed for effective war making.

In the contemporary era and for the foreseeable future, the only entities 
able to generate such modern militaries are states. The ultimate form of power 
in the international system, then, results from a state or group of states leverag-
ing violence. And the states that have the most of this fundamental coercive lev-
erage are those with the most wealth and internal cohesion. Thus, in practice, the 
states with the most military power are those with the greatest economic 
resources.

If the United States were more powerful in this sense than any combination 
of other states, it would enjoy a favorable power advantage under any conceiv-
able circumstances. In such a situation, no state could meaningfully coerce it. 
To maintain such a favorable distribution, it would need only to tend to its own 
power base to at least stay abreast of other states’ growth.

The United States does not, however, enjoy such a preponderance of power—
nor will it. Rather, although it is very powerful, its power is substantially out-
weighed by that of the rest of the world.3 If enough of the rest of the world’s 
power were aggregated against it, the United States could be coerced with re-
spect to its security, freedom, and prosperity; others could compel it to accept 
things Americans really do not want to tolerate. Accordingly, the United States 
should not allow such an unfavorable balance of power to form against it.

Where Does the Balance of Power Matter?

The states that matter most—the ones whose economies can support the gen-
eration of signifi cant military power—are not randomly distributed but are 
clustered in particular regions. These key regions boast the vast majority of the 
active or latent military power that constitutes the most coercive form of lever-
age. In addition to North America, there are two regions—Asia and Europe—
that have as much or more economic capacity that could be translated into 
military power as the United States and one subregion—the Persian Gulf—of 
notable signifi cance.
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The key regions of the world, ranked in order of geopolitical importance, are:

• Asia. Asia comprises approximately 40 percent of global gross domestic 
product (GDP), and given that it is the locus of about two-thirds of global 
growth, its share of global economic activity is rising.4 Taken together, the 
Asian economies are already far larger than that of the United States and 
are increasingly advanced economically and technologically. From a geo-
political perspective, Asia is therefore the world’s most important region.

• Europe. Europe comprises nearly one-quarter of global GDP, and its econ-
omies are on the whole considerably more advanced than most of Asia’s.5 
For the United States, it is therefore the critical secondary external region 
after Asia.

• North America. North America is geopolitically important because of the 
United States. According to widely used estimates, the United States ac-
counts for just under one-fi fth of global GDP in purchasing power parity 
(PPP) terms. Largely because of this, most assessments rank the United 
States fi rst in global power, though some indicate that China has surpassed 
it.6 The rest of North America is modest in power and share of global eco-
nomic activity, making the region unique in that it is overwhelmingly 
dominated by a single state.

• The Persian Gulf. The Persian Gulf is a far smaller and less important 
region than the others, comprising less than 5 percent of global GDP.7 The 
Persian Gulf is home, however, to roughly 40 percent of the world’s oil 
and natural gas reserves.8 Control over these resources would provide a 
large source of power that could be readily leveraged, given their central-
ity in the carbon-based world economy. This strategic concern does not, 
however, extend to the remainder of the Middle East and North Africa; 
the power of this area would not make a material difference to American 
security, freedom, or prosperity.9 The United States has a direct interest in 
preventing transnational terrorism against itself or its allies, but this is a 
more limited concern that can be addressed more narrowly.

The rest of the world is considerably less important in terms of military-
economic power. If all of Latin America were to be agglomerated, it would rep-
resent approximately one-half of the total power of the United States.10 This is 
signifi cant, but by itself it would be manageable. The United States could not 
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be meaningfully coerced by a grouping representing just half its power. Africa, 
the world’s remaining major inhabited continent, is the least developed part of 
the world. Sub-Saharan Africa represents roughly 3 percent of global GDP, so 
gathering its power together would not result in a major threat to the United 
States.11 Central Asia has some wealth and natural resources, but not nearly 
enough to plausibly contest core US purposes.12 The rest of the world offers lit-
tle power. Oceania is exceptionally small in population and economic power, 
and the poles are unoccupied. The fates of these regions are essentially com-
pletely determined elsewhere. The same is true of outer space for the foresee-
able future.

Asia in particular and then Europe and North America are thus the decisive 
theaters for global politics; Asia alone is a larger economy than Africa, Latin 
America, Central Asia, and Oceania combined.13 If a state could leverage the 
wealth of one of those decisive theaters, it could dominate a state ascendant in 
one of the other regions. It was this recognition that led Winston Churchill to 
remark, “If we win the big battle in the decisive theater, we can put everything 
straight afterwards.”14 For this reason, the United States has long been focused 
on what George Kennan famously identifi ed in the early Cold War as the key 
“centers of military and industrial power.”15

What Is Balancing Supposed to Do?

The mere existence of power in key regions is not what the United States 
should fear. Instead, it should care about the use of the power of these regions 
to materially impair America’s security, freedom, and prosperity.

American concern should therefore focus on a state or states that could direct 
or marshal the power of one of these key regions. This is because no single state 
in the current environment—not even China, the world’s other most powerful 
state—possesses suffi cient power on its own to plausibly coerce the United 
States over its fundamental purposes; only some conglomeration of other states 
could gather the power to do this. Thus the only way the United States could 
face a situation in which other states were substantially stronger than America 
over the issues it really cares about would be if the power of one or more of 
these key regions were agglomerated.

The most plausible form by which a state could accumulate such power is he-
gemony, meaning that a state exercises authority over other states and extracts 
benefi ts from them, but without the responsibilities or risks of direct control. In 



Global distribution of economic power. Proportional circles depict national GDP in 
USD trillions, at 2018 PPP rates. Economies over $1 trillion are labeled with total GDP 

value. Lines depict direct fl ight paths of top global long-haul air routes. 
Lambert Equal Area Projection. Original map by Andrew Rhodes.
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this book I will use the term predominance interchangeably with hegemony.16 
(Empire, the other way that states exercise control over other states, is much 
more costly because it requires direct administrative control by the imperial 
center. Direct imperial control tends to be rarer in the modern world.)

It is almost invariably a unitary state that can aspire to hegemony over a re-
gion. In theory, a group or coalition of states could establish regional hegem-
ony, but such a group would face tremendous collective action problems in 
trying to establish and sustain a joint form of predominance. This is due to the 
question of who would decide if the group could not agree on some contentious 
issue. Because of this, it is very diffi cult to fi nd stable empires or hegemonic 
systems that involve shared state power. Thus an aspiring hegemon is, gener-
ally speaking, a state located or active in the region that is powerful enough to 
plausibly establish hegemonic control. More particularly, it is likely to be a 
state that is the most powerful within a region by a considerable margin. A state 
that is the strongest by only a modest degree will fi nd it much more diffi cult to 
impose its predominance over its neighbors, for reasons I will discuss later.

The United States has reason to fear another state pursuing hegemony over 
one of the world’s key regions because regional hegemony is highly alluring; 
there are potent incentives for a state to seek it, especially if it does not face a 
suffi cient counterforce. Because of these advantages, the strongest states within 
a region almost always seek predominance at some point. The history of mod-
ern Europe is a catalog of attempts by very powerful states to gain regional he-
gemony: the sixteenth-century Habsburg Monarchy, France under Louis XIV 
and then Napoleon, Second and Third Reich Germany, and the Soviet Union. 
China held regional sway in East Asia for much of recorded history, and Japan 
sought it after it leapt ahead of China in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. The United States established effective regional hegemony in Central 
America and the Caribbean in the nineteenth century. We should not expect the 
contemporary environment to be different.

Because of Asia’s size and military-economic potential, ensuring that it is not 
subjected to such hegemony is of primary importance for the United States. 
Asia is once again, after a lapse of several centuries, the area of the world with 
the greatest total wealth and the greatest capacity to translate that wealth into 
military power. That another state might establish hegemony over signifi cant 
parts of Asia is therefore the most concerning possible regional scenario for the 
United States.17
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Moreover, Asia also contains the world’s most plausible aspirant to hegemony 
over one of the world’s key regions: China. The People’s Republic of China is by 
far the most powerful state, other than the United States, in the international sys-
tem, and it is much more powerful than other states in Asia. China is a rising gi-
ant with a GDP that is nearly one-fi fth of the global total; most assessments rank 
China as the world’s second most powerful state, behind the United States, with 
some judging that it is more powerful than America.18 China even rivals the total 
power of the other states within its region. Estimates of its power relative to the 
other Asian states suggest that it represents roughly half of Asia’s power poten-
tial, placing it in a prime position to pursue regional predominance.19 More to the 
point, there is much evidence that China is pursuing regional hegemony.20

Europe follows Asia as the other decisive theater for the United States. It has 
a smaller total economy than Asia but still accounts for about a quarter of global 
GDP.21 Unlike Asia, however, no state in Europe is clearly preeminent. The 
state most commonly thought to be interested in regional predominance is Rus-
sia, and during the Cold War hegemony by the Soviet Union was a realistic 
prospect. Russia’s economy, however, is only the second largest in PPP terms 
within Europe, behind Germany, and only slightly larger than those of the 
United Kingdom, France, or Italy.22 No European state is anywhere near as 
powerful and wealthy relative to its neighbors as China is in Asia.

The Persian Gulf is a distant third in priority. While its natural resource 
wealth is highly leverageable for coercive purposes, it is the smallest economy 
of the key regions, and no state in the region is overwhelmingly stronger than 
its neighbors. Iran may aspire to regional hegemony, but it does not enjoy a 
commanding power advantage even within the region.23

The United States is effectively a hegemon in North and Central America, 
and it will not have any diffi culty sustaining this position. For reasons I will dis-
cuss later, US hegemony over this region is compatible with and indeed benefi -
cial for many other countries’ interests.

There are two essential, related reasons for the United States to be very con-
cerned about another state’s establishing hegemony over Asia, Europe, or the 
Persian Gulf. These reasons are not self-evident because these regions are far 
from the United States, across great oceans.

The most straightforward reason is that, once it had secured such hegemonic 
power, a state could consolidate and leverage it to project violent force elsewhere, 
including into North America, and perhaps even occupy or subordinate the United 
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States. This of course would directly violate the most fundamental goods and pur-
poses of American life. If Germany had won the Second World War in Europe or 
the Soviet Union had prevailed in the Cold War, either might very well have 
sooner or later sought to project military force against the United States.

This concern, though serious in principle, is rather remote. The United States 
lies behind two great oceans and is enormously rich and powerful. It can defend 
itself and its strategic sphere with the military afforded by the world’s most so-
phisticated large economy, ultimately backed by a survivable nuclear arsenal 
that can impose the most punishing costs on an invader. Thus the United States 
has enormous resources for defense of its immediate sphere.

Moreover, the benefi ts of actually invading or aggressively projecting power 
into North America may not appear compelling to an established hegemon in 
Asia or Europe, considering the risks and costs it would entail. Given the infl u-
ence and eminence afforded by ascendancy over one or both of these key re-
gions, venturing to assault the North American continent might not add enough 
benefi t to outweigh the costs. Hegemonic powers, especially more commer-
cially oriented ones, often recognize the value of bounding their conquests. 
Even the Romans drew a limit to their power at the Danube and Rhine.

The more plausible and thus compelling reason why the United States should 
be so concerned about regional hegemons is less direct but nonetheless impli-
cates the fundamental purpose of ensuring a free and uncoerced national life 
and prosperity. If a state such as China could establish hegemony over a key re-
gion such as Asia, it would have substantial incentives to use its power to dis-
favor and exclude the United States from reasonably free trade and access to 
these wealthy regions in ways that would undermine America’s core purposes, 
shift the balance of power against the United States, and ultimately open the 
country to direct coercion in ways that would compromise Americans’ free-
dom, prosperity, and even physical security.24

This is because, if China could establish hegemony over Asia, it could then 
set up a commercial and trading bloc anchored in the world’s largest market 
that would privilege its own and subordinates’ economies while disfavoring 
America’s.25 The resulting drain on American businesses, large and small, 
would be most keenly felt by the workers, families, and communities who rely 
on those businesses for jobs, goods, services, and the other benefi ts that come 
with a vibrant economy. The steady erosion of America’s economic power 
would ultimately weaken the nation’s social vitality and stability.
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This kind of disfavoring is hardly a theoretical concern; China today appears 
to be seeking to shape the economic map in just this way.26 Nor is it especially 
unusual; this sort of policy has a powerful appeal and internal logic and is a reg-
ular feature of how aspiring and established hegemons behave.27 Essentially 
every aspiring hegemon in history has sought or planned to establish an eco-
nomic system favoring itself, in order to enrich itself, sustain its predominance, 
and exclude or disfavor potential competitors. Examples range from Napole-
on’s Continental System to imperial Germany’s Customs Union to Japan’s 
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.28 The United States itself has histori-
cally sought to create an economic sphere in North and Central America, in-
cluding, most recently, through such arrangements as the North American Free 
Trade Agreement and the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement.

An aspiring hegemon like China would have at least three reasons to pursue 
an economic bloc approach privileging its own economy and prejudicing the 
American one: economics, geopolitics, and status.

First, China’s leaders might—and indeed appear to—think that such a bloc is 
the most prudent way to advance their state’s economic strength.29 They might 
judge a trading or regulatory bloc anchored in Asia that they can control or sub-
stantially infl uence preferable to exposure in a competitive global market that 
they do not control.30 Dominating an economic bloc with large internal fl ows of 
trade, capital, and labor would help insulate Beijing from global economic 
shocks and the attendant risk of slowing growth. Disfavoring the United States 
might seem necessary in order to form and sustain a cohesive bloc of China’s 
own and resist what Beijing might regard as disruption by the United States and 
others.

Such a bloc could enable China to more effectively shape its own social and 
political future. State economic policies are not merely technical matters of 
maximizing growth and standards of living; they have deep implications for 
how societies evolve and are structured. Some societies may prefer political 
stability over uneven growth, or equality over wealth generation.31 To achieve 
their goals, however, states must have the economic power to shape their socie-
ties in the face of enormously potent international economic forces. In light 
of this, China would be in a much stronger position to shape its own social-
political destiny if it could dominate a large economic bloc; this would allow it 
to compete from a position of strength and more effectively regulate fl ows of 
trade, capital, and labor to promote its own preferred goals.
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There are also more strictly economic reasons for China to pursue such a bloc. 
High-end economic activity is not randomly distributed; rather, it is clustered in 
North America, Europe, and East Asia. China might wish to channel this kind of 
economic activity to its own companies and workers in order to place itself at the 
forefront of the global economy, with all the benefi ts that would bring.32 It might 
do this by nurturing industries it regards as important and by generating a large 
enough domestic market to enable its fi rms to grow and eventually gain the com-
manding heights of the global economy. An economic bloc that China controlled 
would offer a favorable basis for developing such industries.33

This, too, is hardly theoretical; in key respects it simply describes China’s 
behavior over the last generation. The economy of the People’s Republic of 
China, though in some respects a free market, involves a level of state involve-
ment that the United States judges to be unfair and inimical to its interests.34 In 
China’s efforts to ascend the ladder of economic activity, shifting from a low-
wage, labor-intensive economy to more capital-intensive forms of production, 
it has acted in ways the United States regards as discriminatory or worse. It ap-
pears clearly to be pursuing policies designed to shape its regional environment 
to insulate and promote its own preferred model.

Nor does Beijing seem to be changing this approach. China’s pattern over the 
past decade has been to resist fundamental changes to this model in the face of 
both blandishments and pressure.35 If extensive global economic engagement 
and growing wealth have not already persuaded China to change its behavior, it 
is unclear why it would be more likely to do so as it grows stronger and thus 
less susceptible to outside pressure. A state like China, with a deeply entrenched 
economic model that is fundamentally different from—and in key respects an-
tithetical to—that of the United States, seems more likely to continue the course 
that has brought it wealth and power.

A second reason why a state like China might seek to develop an economic 
bloc that disfavored the United States is geopolitical: precisely to weaken the 
primary threat to its predominance.36 One of the cardinal challenges of politics, 
and certainly of ascendancy over other states and peoples, is how to maintain 
one’s power and the preferences it secures. China is no exception.

China would therefore have a most potent interest in reducing the power of 
any state that could challenge its predominance—and no state is stronger in the 
international system than the United States. Beijing could weaken the United 
States by wholly or partially excluding it from or disfavoring its engagements 
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within important markets over which China exercised control or infl uence.37 An 
arrangement that burdened America’s ability to trade with Asia, which is the 
world’s largest market and includes many of the world’s most advanced econo-
mies, would depress the relative wealth of the United States. This in turn would 
weaken American power and consequently its ability to infl uence events.38 A 
diminished United States would be less able to disrupt or challenge China’s in-
fl uence, and Beijing would be increasingly able to infl uence Washington’s pol-
icies more through its growing power advantage and consequent leverage.39

A third and fi nal key reason why a hegemon like China might pursue a 
discriminatory regional economic system is for status. Germany under Kaiser 
Wilhelm II yearned for a place in the sun, and twentieth-century China wished to 
stand up and once again be a great power in the world. China might thus see 
preeminence as a crucial benefi t in its own right, and knocking the mighty United 
States down a peg would be a natural part of attaining it. In establishing its eco-
nomic policy, a hegemon like China might favor a discriminatory market system 
precisely in order to reduce America’s relative standing vis-à-vis China.

The consequences for the United States of being disfavored or excluded from 
Asia’s vast markets would over time be very signifi cant. Such a situation would 
result in the decline of Americans’ prosperity and progressively weaken the 
United States’ ability to resist being further disadvantaged, telling on the core 
purposes of American life. By undermining Americans’ prosperity and expecta-
tions of future growth, China would make American society worse off and 
more susceptible to internal disputes over a stagnant economic pie.

Even more, a weakened United States riven by internal disputes would be 
more vulnerable to external pressure and even coercion, especially by an in-
creasingly powerful China. Such a China would have far greater leverage to ex-
ercise infl uence in US internal affairs, whether through economic incentives and 
penalties, support or opposition to political groups, or propaganda and 
support—or outright ownership—of opinion-shaping outlets. China has already 
demonstrated a clear willingness to intervene in the United States’ internal 
political affairs; there is every reason to think it will intensify that treatment if it 
gains the power to do so.40

Moreover, once established, such Chinese hegemony and its baleful infl uence 
would be diffi cult and costly for the United States to reverse. By defi nition, an 
established hegemon, able to direct the relevant policies of subordinate states, is 
harder to eject from its position than a state still grasping for hegemony.
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This means that the United States must be concerned with even the possibil-
ity that a regional hegemon might pursue such disfavoring policies. Although a 
state like China, once so established, might pursue a more open-handed ap-
proach toward the United States, it also very well might not. Whether it did 
would be Beijing’s choice, and there are more than enough reasons to think that 
it would not be respectful of US interests.

Especially because of this last point, US strategy must primarily be con-
cerned with a potential hegemon, not only a declared or overtly aspiring he-
gemon, let alone an established one. This counsel is rooted in several reasons. 
First, intentions can change. Even a state that genuinely does not seek regional 
hegemony could later decide to. This might be because of new leadership: 
France under Louis XVI, for instance, was relatively content to maintain the 
status quo, but France under Napoleon a few years later was not. Or a state’s 
perception of its strategic environment might alter: Mao’s China in 1950 was 
rabidly hostile to the United States and aligned with the Soviet Union; just two 
decades later, Beijing had reversed itself.

Second, a state may want regional hegemony but conceal its aspirations be-
hind lies, deceit, and distractions, as the Crowe Memorandum famously pointed 
out in the context of imperial Germany. Given the allure of regional hegemony, 
the United States should be skeptical of protestations of innocence regarding its 
pursuit. Contemporary China, governed by a Communist Party with a long 
record of dissimulation, is certainly no exception to this counsel.41

Third, preventing a capable state such as contemporary China from attaining 
regional hegemony is likely to be diffi cult and time-consuming; it is therefore 
necessary to act while the threat is still aborning. Even more, the United States 
is far less likely to be able to muster the power to reverse Chinese regional he-
gemony once established if Beijing does decide to pursue a more discrimina-
tory course. Therefore the United States should err on the side of caution by 
seeking to prevent such a state from establishing predominance rather than 
waiting to be sure.

This is important because, even though it seems increasingly clear that China 
is pursuing regional hegemony, this assessment remains subject to debate. 
Given how powerful China is and will be, however, even if Beijing were not 
seeking regional hegemony, or if some future leadership decided not to do so, 
the United States would still need to ensure that China could not achieve re-
gional hegemony at some later point.
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This approach, of course, risks exacerbating a security dilemma with China. 
But so long as US efforts are clearly directed at denying Beijing hegemony 
rather than dismembering China, occupying it, or forcibly changing its govern-
ment, the security dilemma should be manageable. The United States has no in-
terest in dictating to China, only in blocking it from attaining regional hegemony. 
If a state genuinely does not seek hegemony, it should not fear efforts clearly 
limited to preventing it from doing so.42 At the same time, the costs and risks of 
blocking a state from attaining regional hegemony that is genuinely uninter-
ested in it should be low. Thus the risk of overpreparing is modest compared to 
the risks of failing to act in time.

It is important to emphasize that America’s issue with a potential regional he-
gemon is primarily structural. The United States is fundamentally concerned about 
the condition of hegemonic domination of a key region because the incentives to 
exclude the United States exist for states of all kinds. It should be considerably less 
concerned about precisely which or what kind of state does establish such predom-
inance. The United States should of course be more concerned if a state such as 
Nazi Germany or Soviet Russia were to gain regional hegemony because of such 
governments’ violence and aggressiveness and their hostility to American prefer-
ences and values. But hegemony by any state, of whatever political complexion, 
would be a grave concern. China’s achievement of hegemony would pose a seri-
ous challenge to US interests under any circumstances; that it would do so while 
governed by the Chinese Communist Party exacerbates the threat.

Over What Time Period?

The issue of state behavior changing over time casts into relief a crucial ele-
ment of US interest: its fundamental strategic purpose is to sustainably avoid 
another state’s hegemony over one of the world’s key regions. Avoiding re-
gional dominance today would not be very useful if it is going to happen in the 
future.

To summarize, then, the fundamental and primary objective of US strategy 
must be sustainably avoiding another state’s hegemony over one of the key re-
gions of the world. Because Asia has the largest economy of the key regions 
and China by far the largest other economy in the world, ensuring that China 
does not establish hegemony over Asia must be the United States’ cardinal 
strategic aim.43
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THE WAY FOR THE UNITED STATES to ensure that another state does not estab-
lish hegemony over a key region is by maintaining favorable regional balances 
of power. Regional hegemony can be denied to a state such as China if enough 
other states in or active in the key region can league together to wield more 
power than the aspiring hegemon. If they are suffi ciently strong, these other 
states can ensure that their important interests are respected. This balancing be-
havior is normal; safeguarding one’s independence and autonomy is among the 
most basic impulses of state action, and since any hegemon threatens to com-
promise or eliminate states’ self-determination, states naturally tend to seek to 
avoid falling under a hegemon’s power. They thus have an incentive to collabo-
rate with each other as well as with extraregional states that share their interest 
in averting another state’s regional hegemony.

A group of states leaguing together to prevent another state from achieving 
such hegemony is an anti-hegemonic coalition. Such a coalition can include 
states both within and outside a region and may take many forms—formal or 
informal, open or quiet. The members of such a coalition need not even regard 
themselves as being in league. In the early modern period, for instance, France 
and the Protestant powers did not regard themselves as formally in league with 
the Ottoman Turks in opposing the Habsburg Empire.1 The simple point is that 
such a grouping cooperates to maintain a regional balance of power suffi cient 
to deny an aspirant’s effort to establish hegemony.

Such balances of power involve, in the common phrase, “all elements of 
national power,” including economic leverage and soft power.2 Yet because 

 2

The Favorable Regional Balance of Power
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most states naturally do not want to be subject to such hegemony and are 
willing to fi ght for their independence and autonomy, efforts by a state 
like China to gain such ascendancy create deep tension and thus potential for 
confl ict. In other words, an aspirant’s demand that other states submit to its 
hegemony, if pushed hard enough, will likely ultimately result in a fi ght. And 
because force is the foundational form of power and the ultimate arbiter of 
disputes in the anarchic international arena, the regional balance of power is at 
its core a question of military power. Matters of less profound interest to states 
may be solved with less grave forms of power, but whether states will bow to 
another’s hegemony will ultimately be determined by the balance of military 
power.

This means that the regional balance of power is ultimately about whose mil-
itary power would prevail in a test of arms. The question of who is weightier in 
the power balance would be decided by whether, when the confl ict concluded, 
the aspirant was able to establish predominance over the region. This crucial 
confl ict is a systemic regional war, the decisive war to determine whether the 
aspirant can establish hegemony over the region.

Such a systemic regional war is defi ned not by its contours but by its effect; 
it is the decisive confl ict over whether an aspiring regional hegemon can achieve 
its aims.3 A systemic regional war could take a number of forms, involving dif-
ferent groupings of nations engaged at different times and at varying levels of 
intensity. Its critical aspect, though, is that it decides whether an aspiring he-
gemon achieves its goal; even if the aspirant has not actually or fully defeated 
all those that oppose it, if it can gain through that war enough power to secure 
regional predominance, then the confl ict is a systemic regional war.

To be effective, then, an anti-hegemonic coalition must involve enough states 
to be able to win such a war. These states may contribute in different ways—di-
rectly or indirectly, collectively or individually—but together they must be able 
to prevail in that contest if the coalition is to fulfi ll its purpose.

Given the stakes, such a confl ict would naturally engage much of the com-
batants’ strength. But, critically, a systemic regional war would not be resolved 
simply by tabulating the absolute strength of the sides.

This is for several reasons. First, if a distant state is important to the 
coalition, geography and military particularities might limit the degree to which 
its absolute power can be translated into war-making ability in the region. 
The continental United States is very far from Asia, for example, and this could 
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impose a substantial tax on America’s ability to fi ght in a systemic regional 
war there.

Second, a war to resolve the question of whether an aspirant like China 
would dominate a region like Asia might very well not engage the full power of 
one or both sides. In other words, such a war, even if very large, might remain 
limited in terms of the commitment of one or both sides. This is for a simple but 
extremely important reason—one or both sides might judge the perceived ben-
efi ts of prevailing in such a total war not to be worth the costs and risks, and 
thus elect to restrain itself in the hopes of inducing restraint by the other side 
as well.

Thus the outcome of a systemic regional war would not be determined sim-
ply by the absolute power balance of the two sides. Rather, it would be won by 
the side that, within such constraints, had the will and way to employ its mili-
tary forces to meet its objective. Because of this, situations may arise in which 
a state with much greater aggregate military power may not be willing or able 
to deny another state’s bid for regional hegemony. Thus the United States might 
be more powerful than China in global terms, but if China were better able to 
project its power in Asia, or willing to fi ght harder and risk more to attain its 
goal than Washington was willing to commit to deny it, it could establish 
predominance over the region. This is why the regional balance of power is so 
critical.

It is important to understand how the prospect of this systemic regional war 
functions. The threat of such a confl ict is normally latent and largely obscured; 
in the vast majority of state interactions, it is not a conscious consideration. The 
infl uence of a potential systemic regional war is most commonly felt through 
imagined wars—calculations by states about how such a war would unfold if it 
were to happen. These imagined wars normally remain implicit or latent be-
cause their outcomes are often relatively clear. Few wonder, for instance, how 
an Algerian or Sri Lankan invasion of the United States would go.

The more important imagined wars are those that might actually happen and 
would matter. States determine their courses of action on fundamental matters 
of political, military, and economic import based on their assessment of how 
such wars would unfold and how they would fare in them, and these decisions 
provide the framework within which the rest of state action takes place. Cold 
War history is incomprehensible without understanding that both NATO and 
the Warsaw Pact continually evaluated how a war between them would resolve 
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and that they adjusted both their defenses and their political and economic pol-
icies accordingly.4

The infl uence of a systemic regional war functions in the same way. Because 
of the unique importance of such a decisive war, states make judgments as to 
how to behave based on their assessments of how it would resolve. If an aspir-
ing hegemon judges it would prevail in such a confl ict, it has the incentive to 
push the region to accept its hegemony. Normally, its interest is not to provoke 
such a war, since that would be costly for itself and reduce the value of its gains; 
rather, it is normally better off inducing other states to adjust their behavior 
based on the judgment that it would prevail if such a war were fought. If those 
other states perceive that a systemic regional war would result in victory by the 
aspirant, they will be impelled toward accommodating the aspirant’s demands 
in order to avoid the futile suffering such a war would entail.

The Challenges to Forming and Sustaining an 
Anti-Hegemonic Coalition

The goal of an anti-hegemonic coalition, then, is to prevent an aspiring he-
gemon like China from dominating a region like Asia by convincing important 
states that it would prevail in a systemic regional war. The aspirant’s goal is 
positive: establishing predominance. The coalition’s goal, by contrast, is nega-
tive: denial.

An aspirant’s attainment of its goal would mean that the other states in the re-
gion would lose or suffer the decline of goods that are normally considered cen-
tral to a state’s interest, including autonomy in decisions regarding trade, 
economic activity, and the employment of military force. Once established, 
moreover, a hegemon like China would have the power to coerce and thus direct 
these states, leaving them vulnerable to diminishment of goods that are even 
more central to their interests, such as domestic political self-determination and 
even independence.

Regional states thus have extraordinarily powerful incentives to resist 
the imposition of hegemony on them and should therefore be keen to form an 
anti-hegemonic coalition. This coalition need only be bound together by its 
shared opposition to an aspiring hegemon’s bid for predominance; it can be very 
ecumenical. These factors would seem to make the formation and maintenance 
of an effective anti-hegemonic coalition relatively easy and reliable, and indeed 
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history is replete with examples of effective intraregional balancing efforts. The 
history of Europe in the second millennium AD is one long record of them. 
In this light, should we not expect such countries as Japan, India, and the 
Southeast Asian states to come together in an effective coalition to check 
China’s aspirations?

We should not be so sanguine. Such coalitions do not always form or always 
work if they do form. Sometimes aspiring hegemons get their way. This is be-
cause, despite regional states’ shared interest in preserving their autonomy, 
their incentives do not always align in the ways needed to deny hegemony to an 
aspirant like China. The other states have varying degrees of vulnerability to a 
strong state’s power, and the aspiring hegemon can exploit this divergence to 
undermine, divide, and fracture an anti-hegemonic coalition.

When regional states face an aspiring regional hegemon like China, their ba-
sic decision is whether to join the anti-hegemonic coalition and thereby seek to 
check the aspirant or to endorse or at least not resist its bid for predominance. 
This dilemma is commonly referred to as balancing or bandwagoning.5

The advantages of balancing for a state involved are that it fortifi es the coali-
tion, increasing its chances of checking the aspirant’s bid for hegemony and 
wrapping the state in the coalition’s broader defensive power. The risk is that, 
by placing itself in the aspirant’s way, the balancing state exposes itself to the 
aspirant’s power. Because Beijing has a powerful incentive to prevent such bal-
ancing, it has a great interest in deterring such behavior, including by punishing 
those that do balance. The choice to balance could thus lead to extensive dam-
age to a balancing state at China’s hands.

The advantage of bandwagoning or accommodating an aspirant like China, 
by contrast, is that it avoids such risks. By joining with the aspirant or merely 
not contesting it, the bandwagoning state removes itself from the aspirant’s 
sights. Bandwagoning may also lead to rewards and preferential treatment. 
China, having such a large economy, has the ability to provide material induce-
ments to bandwagoning states. It can also offer them a special place in the re-
gional pecking order it seeks to establish. The cost of bandwagoning is that it 
can amount to a preemptive surrender of at least a portion of national auton-
omy, with no assurance that there will not be further loss if the aspirant achieves 
its goal. Moreover, it may expose the bandwagoning state to punishment by the 
anti-hegemonic coalition, which may also use violence as well as inducements 
to pursue its strategic aim of denial.
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This choice between balancing and bandwagoning is not binary but rather 
falls along a spectrum. States can aggressively balance or fully kowtow, but 
they can also soft balance, attempt to be neutral, and pursue a range of other 
policies between the poles of full resistance and submission. A state’s ideal pol-
icy is often to free ride—to stay out of the confl ict and hope that the balancing 
coalition succeeds in checking the aspirant’s bid for hegemony.

Asian states face just this kind of dilemma. Smaller, less developed states in 
Southeast Asia, for instance, worry about the compromise of their autonomy 
and the deference to Beijing entailed in a Chinese-dominated region, but they 
also fear being exposed to China’s ire if they seek to balance. Even larger Japan 
and India wrestle with these trade-offs.

So, too, does the United States. The fundamental interest of the United States 
is in ensuring favorable regional balances of power so that it can deny any other 
state the ability to achieve hegemony over a key region. Critically, this does not 
necessarily dictate American involvement. America requires only that there be 
suffi cient power and resolve whereby some state or coalition can defeat an as-
piring hegemon such as China in a systemic regional war. Because of the enor-
mous costs and risks of such a war, the United States has a very great interest in 
minimizing its involvement in such an effort—or avoiding it entirely.

Indeed, for the fi rst century and more of the American Republic, the United 
States effectively free rode on European states’—above all Great Britain’s—
willingness and ability to check the emergence of a hegemonic European state 
that could project power into the Western Hemisphere. The United States’ pri-
mary goals of security, freedom, and prosperity were served by a foreign 
policy—typifi ed by the Monroe Doctrine—that sought to deny the intervention 
of outside powers into the Western Hemisphere that could threaten these goals. 
Yet given the very small effort and resources the United States dedicated to na-
tional defense during the nineteenth century, this policy’s successful implemen-
tation relied largely on anti-hegemonic coalitions in Europe and on the British 
ability to prevent continental European states from projecting power into the 
Americas.6 Behind this protective shield, the United States could focus on in-
ternal development and expansion while establishing strategic dominance in 
North America and eventually Central America and the Caribbean.

This basic US interest in denying another state hegemony over a key region, 
however, requires that enough individual states make decisions to balance to-
gether, despite their competing interests and the temptations to bandwagon or 
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free ride. On what basis, and under what conditions, will enough states choose 
to do this? Naturally, many factors would enter into any state’s decision on this 
point. At its core, however, a state is likely to choose to balance if it judges that 
the benefi ts of doing so outweigh its costs and risks. Put more concretely, 
enough states necessary to besting an aspiring hegemon in a systemic regional 
war need to see not only the appeal of preventing another state’s hegemony but 
also that participating in balancing is prudent.

Most fundamentally, this requires that enough states judge that the balancing 
coalition is likely to work. They have to believe that the coalition stands a 
strong enough chance of prevailing in the ultimate court of appeal, the systemic 
regional war. If a state’s leaders think the coalition would lose such a war, they 
will very likely conclude that joining the effort not only would be futile but 
would eventually expose the state to the victorious aspirant’s chastisement. 
China, for one, is clearly not afraid to punish states that buck its will. It attacked 
Vietnam in 1979 and more recently has clashed with India along their disputed 
border and imposed punitive sanctions against Japan, South Korea, the Philip-
pines, Taiwan, Vietnam, and others.7 Thus the perception that the coalition 
would lose makes bandwagoning more attractive and would drive potential bal-
ancer states’ incentives toward early accommodation. If, however, enough 
states join together that they would be able to win a systemic regional war, then 
this concern should be addressed.

But how a systemic regional war would play out is not the only factor for a 
deciding state. It needs to make its decision based on how it individually would 
fare in light of the aspirant’s strategy, considering the balance of the costs it 
would endure against the benefi ts it would gain. Foreign policy is not mission-
ary work, and national leaders think about such matters largely through the 
prism of their states’ self-interest. Because of this, even a state that strongly val-
ues independence and autonomy could judge accommodation the more reason-
able course if it believes the costs and risks it will incur by fi ghting the aspirant 
in a systemic regional war are too great.

This is for several reasons. First, while in principle regional states all share a 
powerful interest in resistance because they should all gain by protecting their 
independence and autonomy, in reality some states may value independence or 
sovereign integrity more highly than others. This means that some may fi nd the 
hegemon’s likely rule less objectionable than others. In addition, some states 
may have cultural, ethnic, ideological, or religious reasons for being less averse 
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to an aspirant’s achieving its goal; they may even prefer it. A state with a Com-
munist government might welcome hegemony by another Communist state, 
just as some Christian states in the Middle East historically welcomed Christian 
European intervention in the region.

Then there is the more crucial factor of costs. What would a given state have 
to suffer to achieve the benefi ts of autonomy? Even if all states highly value in-
dependence, they might face different cost-benefi t equations because their costs 
of resistance may vary. Anti-hegemonic coalitions are not formed or sustained 
in a vacuum. They take place in a given geography, among states with different 
characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses. In the case of Asia, this means most 
pointedly that potential members of such a coalition would be exposed to Bei-
jing’s military force and other forms of coercion to greater or lesser degrees de-
pending on their location, strength, economy, and skill. Since violence is the 
ultimate and most effective form of coercion, at root this means that different 
states have different levels of vulnerability to an aspirant’s ability to damage, 
assault, or conquer them. Simply because of distance, Australia is far less vul-
nerable to Chinese military attack than, for instance, Vietnam. Even if both 
states have the same level of resolve to protect their independence, Australia’s 
risks in doing so are less severe than Vietnam’s.

These differing assessments of both the value and the costs of resistance 
mean that there is no strictly rational compulsion for states to perceive the situ-
ation in exactly the same way and thus no reason to expect them to form com-
mon judgments as to how to respond to given moves or provocations by an 
aspirant such as China. This generates coordination problems, and the more 
states that must be involved in the coalition and the more those states’ strategic 
situations differ, the more diffi cult those problems will be.8

The Focused and Sequential Strategy

This coordination problem is made especially acute because an aspirant like 
China is a strategic actor that can employ its coercive power and inducements 
specifi cally to prevent the potential coalition members from coalescing against 
it. Most essentially, it can focus its imposition of costs, or threats thereof, on 
one or a few potential coalition members while threatening great harm against 
the other members only if they defend the targeted class. China might, for in-
stance, try to isolate Taiwan or Vietnam by offering to spare other members of 
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such a coalition unless they come to its aid. Beijing can also use inducements 
to sweeten the bitter pill of compromise both for the directly targeted and for 
those considering defending them. The more powerful the aspirant is relative to 
the states in the coalition, the more daunting its threats and the more alluring its 
inducements. It can thus exacerbate the differences among coalition members 
and make it harder for the coalition to form or be sustained.

An aspirant like China can pursue this most pointedly through the threat or 
execution of focused wars against isolated coalition members, coupled with 
other coercive measures and inducements that together would be unlikely to re-
sult in a systemic regional war with the coalition that China would be too likely 
to lose.9 Crucially, an aspirant like China can do this sequentially, deliberately 
not provoking or catalyzing a systemic regional war as it progressively shifts 
the balance of power against the coalition by selectively picking off its mem-
bers, removing them from the coalition and possibly bringing them into its own 
pro-hegemonic coalition. The aspirant’s optimal strategy is to avoid threatening 
or provoking a systemic regional war until it is confi dent that it can prevail in 
such a confl ict.10 By defi nition, then, when a state such as China assesses that 
the regional balance of power is not in its favor, its incentives are to avoid risk-
ing the systemic regional war until it has shifted the balance. Once it has at-
tained the preponderance of power in the region, it can then advantageously 
threaten or, if need be, provoke the systemic regional war in order to defi ni-
tively establish its predominance.

An aspirant like China can also create its own (possibly informal) coalition, 
composed of states that it has subordinated to the degree that they would dedi-
cate resources to furthering its aims. The group might also include states that, 
for structural or other reasons, welcome the hegemony of a state such as China. 
These states could be motivated by cultural, ethnic, ideological, or religious 
reasons, but they also could include what we might call tertiary regional states—
states that look to the aspiring regional hegemon to defend them against a po-
tentially domineering subregional state. These smaller or weaker states might 
prefer a more distant, perhaps more detached regional hegemon over a nearer, 
secondary state whose dominance would be more painful or humiliating. Cam-
bodia, for instance, has traditionally feared Vietnamese dominance and looked 
to China to restrain Hanoi; Pakistan looks to China to restrain India. Nor would 
the aspirant benefi t only from affi liated states: states that chose not to affi liate 
with it overtly could also contribute to its efforts by, for instance, supplying cru-
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cial resources, as Sweden did for Germany and Thailand for Japan in the Sec-
ond World War.

We can call this comprehensive approach the aspirant’s focused and sequen-
tial strategy. If a state such as China can pick off or neutralize enough coalition 
members or potential members, it can eventually marshal enough combined 
power to win a systemic regional war against the anti-hegemonic coalition and 
thus establish its own hegemony. The effect of this is that, even if most states in 
a region prefer independence or autonomy, an aspirant like China could still at-
tain hegemony if not enough states were willing to suffer the costs required to 
resist the aspirant when the balance of power was still in the coalition’s favor. 
This is particularly relevant because, even though China is exceptionally strong, 
it is still not as strong as the rest of Asia, the United States, and other engaged 
actors in the region combined. If Beijing provoked a systemic war against such 
a broad coalition, it would likely lose. Hence the great appeal to Beijing of the 
focused and sequential strategy.

The upshot of this is that the fundamental calculus for any state deciding be-
tween balancing and bandwagoning would include not only whether the anti-
hegemonic coalition would prevail in a systemic regional war at any given 
time. It would also need to include whether that coalition could operate effec-
tively in the face of an aspiring hegemon’s focused and sequential strategy, be-
cause left unaddressed, such a salami-slicing approach would ultimately enable 
Beijing to prevail.

It is crucial to stress here that although military force need not be the only 
component of a focused and sequential strategy, it is essential. It is often said that 
China poses primarily an economic and political challenge, not a military one.11 
But an aspirant like China cannot expect to establish regional hegemony with in-
ducements and political and economic coercion alone, especially because it 
would need to recruit to its side major states with long records of independence, 
such as Japan, South Korea, India, Australia, and Vietnam. These states have the 
most potent incentives to act to preserve their autonomy, and Chinese induce-
ments and promises can only go so far; if too generous, they would compromise 
Beijing’s ability to secure predominance. Conversely, these states can work with 
each other and with other extraregional states to mitigate losses due to Beijing’s 
political and economic coercion. For Beijing to achieve regional predominance, 
then, these states would need to see a much more potent disincentive to bucking 
China’s aims, and although costs can be imposed in many ways, nothing is more 
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effective leverage than the threat of physical violence. Thus even though China 
would presumably prefer to establish its hegemony peacefully, it must be able to 
wield a compelling threat of military force in order to persuade strong independ-
ent states to accept its predominance. This does not mean that Beijing must al-
ways emphasize the military instrument, certainly not on a day-to-day basis; 
rather, it means that China’s military power must cast a suffi ciently dark shadow 
over these states to persuade them to accept Chinese hegemony.12

Unsurprisingly, the growth of China’s military maps very closely to this 
logic. Beijing has developed armed forces that are highly suited to attacking 
nearby states while being able to strike effectively at more distant potential co-
alition members, including the United States.13 This will increasingly enable 
China to wage focused, sequential wars and thus to cow enough regional states 
to eventually gain the edge in the regional balance of power against the anti-
hegemonic coalition.

The Importance of a Coalition Cornerstone

How can a suffi ciently strong anti-hegemonic coalition be assembled and 
maintained in the face of this strategy? In particular, how can enough states that 
fear or might come to fear Chinese hegemony—states such as Japan, India, 
Australia, Vietnam, the Philippines, South Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Taiwan—be convinced that by joining or aiding such a coalition, they will not 
be left standing alone should mighty China target them?

What they need is confi dence. And what is therefore highly useful—even 
necessary—in such a context is a cornerstone balancer: a very powerful state 
to anchor the coalition.14 Such a cornerstone state is so important because a very 
powerful aspirant like China has abundant means to pursue a focused and se-
quential strategy against any other regional state. Thus any potential coalition 
state, even stronger ones, could be subjected to the aspirant’s painful attempt to 
isolate it. If even the strongest members of such a coalition are weak compared 
to the aspirant, as all states in Asia are to China, then they will likely buckle in 
the face of its concentrated power, and the coalition will eventually fail.

In such circumstances, the margin of error is simply too narrow for a coalition to 
function effectively. Any coalition state could be subjected to China’s focused pres-
sure, and in that position, it would have to rely heavily on multiple other coalition 
members, each of them also weak compared to Beijing, coming to its aid. Such a 
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defense could ill afford to lose any signifi cant coalition partners. Many things, 
therefore, would need to go right in coordinating such a grouping. This lack of re-
silience would tend to make regional states cautious about joining the coalition.

The involvement of a very strong state comparable in power to China is thus 
highly valuable for several reasons. First, the involvement of such a state by 
defi nition makes the coalition more powerful and improves the likelihood of its 
success. Second, a powerful state’s involvement makes forming and sustaining 
the coalition less complicated. If simply getting the coalition off the ground re-
quires assembling myriad smaller entities, each with its own calculus, the task 
is much more complex and uncertain. The involvement of a very powerful state 
makes each smaller state’s involvement less necessary, widening the coalition’s 
margin of error and increasing the reasonableness of affi liating with it.

Third, such a powerful state is likely to be less susceptible to the aspirant’s 
coercive infl uence. Such a state is therefore more likely to remain in the coali-
tion, stand fi rm in its role, and help defend other coalition members. Together, 
these factors make affi liating with the coalition a more attractive and prudent 
option for the weaker states, thereby further improving the coalition’s prospects.

These dynamics are familiar from everyday life. Anyone who has raised money 
for a company or an initiative knows the value of a cornerstone investor or donor, 
just as anyone who has put together a conference or event knows the value of en-
gaging a big-name speaker early. Money, time, and effort are scarce, so people 
look to see who has already given their money or time to ensure that they are not 
wasting their own. When a big mover is involved, one can feel more confi dent 
that one’s money or time will not be wasted. The international arena is little dif-
ferent: having a cornerstone state in a coalition makes other states more confi dent 
that they will not be left exposed and helpless before the aspiring hegemon.

Such a cornerstone state can be located within the key region, but it need not 
be. It may instead be an external cornerstone balancer. It merely needs to have 
the ability to project power into the region suffi cient for the coalition’s pur-
poses. This concept is particularly relevant to the United States.

The United States as an External Cornerstone Balancer

The United States cannot, then, simply assume that effective anti-hegemonic 
coalitions will always form and cohere in the key regions of the world. And the 
more fragmented a potential coalition is and the weaker its potential members 
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are relative to the aspiring hegemon, the harder it will be for such a coalition to 
form and operate. But although the United States has a great interest in prevent-
ing another state’s hegemony over any key region, it also has a potent interest 
in avoiding unnecessary entanglement. Accordingly, the United States should 
become heavily engaged only if such a coalition is unlikely to form and sustain 
itself without such US involvement.

This is crucial because, again, the United States does not need to be directly en-
gaged in generating or sustaining favorable balances of power in the key regions 
of the world. Indeed, all things being equal, it is better to avoid such engagement, 
which carries substantial costs and risks. As a general principle, then, the United 
States should look upon heavy, risky intervention in key regions with distinct 
skepticism. If a favorable balance of power denying an aspirant regional hegem-
ony can be maintained without US involvement, so much the better. The United 
States should become directly and substantially engaged only if a favorable bal-
ance of power is unlikely to be maintained in a key region without it.

Historically, deep strategic US engagement abroad has been driven by just 
such an assessment. The United States resisted deep engagement in Europe for 
most of its history, even after the First World War, but committed to sustained 
involvement after the Second World War when it became clear that Great Brit-
ain and France could not, by themselves, hold off a Soviet bid for hegemony 
over the continent. The United States became heavily involved in Asia much 
earlier, largely because Asia had no stable anti-hegemonic coalition; the United 
States took a leading role in denying Japan regional hegemony beginning in the 
1930s. The United States became more heavily involved in the Persian Gulf in 
the 1970s after Britain’s withdrawal, when it appeared the Soviet Union might 
seek predominance over the region’s oil fi elds.15

This focused approach to engagement in other key regions has meant that coun-
tries in Europe and Asia have had less reason to fear the United States. Moreover, 
because so many states in these key regions have a strong interest in a suffi ciently 
powerful external cornerstone balancer to protect them from hegemony by their 
neighbors, many countries actually have an interest in the United States sustaining 
a hegemonic position in its own region. Whatever interest Japan, India, Australia, 
or Vietnam has in diminishing US hegemony in North and Central America is out-
weighed by their interest in having a strong and capable state to help deny China 
hegemony over them, which is greatly eased by America’s hegemonic position in 
its own sphere. In other words, many states have an interest in US hegemony in 
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its own region because this increases America’s ability to project power to help 
deny other states hegemony in distant regions.16

This criterion for US strategy also helps explain a puzzle left by the conven-
tional narrative of American strategic history, which identifi es the nation’s entry 
into the Second World War and its international leadership afterward as embody-
ing a national shift from isolationism to internationalism. This account overlooks 
the United States’ long history of active engagement in Asia, which dates back at 
least to the occupation of the Philippines and the Open Door Policy, and even to 
the opening of Japan in the 1850s. A more parsimonious account explains US be-
havior as resulting from the increasing importance of its role in ensuring that no 
other state could dominate a region key to American interests, not from a whole-
sale transformation in the United States’ conception of its role in the world.

In other words, although history does not follow straight lines, US behavior 
over the long course of the Republic fi ts the proposition that America has be-
come deeply engaged in other key regions when its intervention was necessary 
to avert another state’s establishment of hegemony there. So long as the United 
States did not need to become actively involved in denying other states’ regional 
hegemony, it largely did not, since free riding was, and if tenable remains, a 
more attractive course. When intervention became necessary, America’s behav-
ior changed—not its fundamental strategic goals.

My approach in this book—arguing that America’s key foreign policy goal is 
to prevent another state from gaining hegemony over a key region of the 
world—is, then, consistent with how the country has behaved over its history 
as an independent republic. Hewing to it does not involve a fundamental change 
in Americans’ conception of how their nation should behave in the world.

The Prospects for Anti-Hegemonic Coalitions Today

American strategy, then, should be based on whether effective anti-hegemonic 
coalitions are likely to form and sustain themselves in key regions without sig-
nifi cant US involvement. What are the prospects for such coalitions?

Asia

The United States is already deeply embedded in East Asia and the Western 
Pacifi c through a network of bilateral alliances. Leaving aside for now the diffi -
culties that would attend to withdrawing from these positions, it is very unlikely 
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that an effective anti-hegemonic coalition would form and operate in the region 
if America did pull out from the region. Given China’s enormous power, com-
prising roughly half of Asia’s total, any coalition in Asia to check Chinese pre-
tensions for hegemony that did not include the United States would need to 
include the great bulk of the other important states: not only Japan and India but 
also South Korea, the major Southeast Asian states, Australia, and  probably 
even Russia. No such purely Asian grouping exists today; links among the Asian 
states are relatively attenuated compared to those within Europe, and thinly tied 
multilateral institutions such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) are ill suited for this role.

There are two states in the region that could plausibly try to serve as corner-
stones to address these issues: Japan and India. The rest of the states in the re-
gion are completely dwarfed by Chinese power, rendering them implausible for 
such a role. Other than the United States, no outside state is strong enough to 
project enough power into the region to serve as a cornerstone.

One of the regional candidates, Japan, was one of the two primary regional 
states during most of the modern period (China being the other). Japan is today 
the largest advanced economy in the region outside of China. But it is doubtful 
that other regional states would view Japan as a workable cornerstone. Most im-
portant, Japan is simply not powerful enough; it is estimated to have less than one-
fi fth China’s overall power.17 Although its economy is more sophisticated, it is a 
quarter the size of China’s and likely to keep shrinking in relative terms; the tech-
nological gap between the two nations is also narrowing. Even if Tokyo were to 
develop its military power, the power imbalance between China and Japan would 
remain vast. Moreover, given Japan’s reach for regional hegemony in the 1930s 
and 1940s, any effort to take the leading part in regional political and military af-
fairs might well face strong opposition from neighboring states.

India, by contrast, is a very large economy that could at some point rival China 
in total power. The Indian economy is over 40 percent the size of China’s, and In-
dia is estimated to have over one-third of China’s overall power. For the coming 
decades, however, India’s economy will be much smaller and less developed than 
China’s.18 Moreover, India is located in South Asia and has very little ability to 
project substantial power into East Asia and the Western Pacifi c in the face of Chi-
nese opposition. India would therefore face great diffi culty putting up meaningful 
resistance to a focused and sequential coercive strategy directed by China against 
Asia’s other leading economies, such as Japan, South Korea, or Taiwan.
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Japan and India could couple as joint cornerstones of an anti-hegemonic coa-
lition. This could form the basis for a strong coalition, which would need also 
to include such states as South Korea, Vietnam, and Indonesia. But such a coa-
lition would be at best comparable in power and quite likely inferior—perhaps 
substantially so—to a Chinese coalition that might include states such as Paki-
stan and Cambodia.19 Even if such an anti-hegemonic coalition could stand up 
to China, given the power differential the defection of any important state 
would be a signifi cant and possibly decisive loss. Beijing’s power advantages 
as well as the great distances among the key players would make a Chinese fo-
cused and sequential strategy very diffi cult to resist.

Forming and sustaining a coalition in Asia is thus quite likely impossible 
without the United States playing a signifi cant role. Even if some states did 
band together to seek to block Beijing’s pursuit of regional hegemony, the re-
sulting league would likely be weaker than China and its confederates, as well 
as disjointed. It therefore highly behooves the United States to act as an exter-
nal cornerstone balancer in Asia.

Importantly, such an anti-hegemonic coalition appears to be forming in Asia, 
although its precise contours and nature remain unclear. Indeed, the coalition 
could take a variety of political forms. It might build on existing mechanisms 
such as “the Quad” (composed of the United States, Japan, India, and Australia) 
to create a formal body and add additional members.20 Or it could incorporate 
or integrate with other political arrangements, including less formal ones. Or it 
could involve both, in a web of formal and less formal arrangements.21

Regardless of how precisely an anti-hegemonic coalition forms, the United 
States is already deeply engaged in Asia in ways that give such a coalition a 
very solid grounding.22 Washington is allied with many of the region’s key 
states—including leading economies Japan, South Korea, and Australia—and 
has a deepening partnership with India. Although these alliances are bilateral 
rather than multilateral, this is by no means incompatible with an effective anti-
hegemonic coalition, as I will discuss later.

Europe

Europe already has an established, integrated anti-hegemonic coalition—
indeed, a full-fl edged alliance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
which provides a baseline for any anti-hegemonic efforts on the continent. In ad-
dition to being established, the anti-hegemonic coalition in Europe faces much less 
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pointed diffi culties than in Asia. No state in Europe has anything like the power 
advantage that China enjoys in Asia. Although the United States plays an impor-
tant role in Europe as an external cornerstone balancer, this role is much less de-
manding than in Asia.

Russia once aspired to predominance in Europe, but today it is almost cer-
tainly incapable of mounting a serious bid for regional hegemony. Even though 
Russia has historically been adept at turning a relatively constrained economic 
base into military power, it is still at such a power disadvantage to the rest of 
Europe that no amount of effi ciency in translating wealth into armed might 
could realistically compensate for its defi ciencies. Moreover, the other power-
ful European states’ geographic and military positions are tightly coupled, un-
like those of Japan and India. For Russia to pose a military threat to Germany, 
it would also thereby threaten France and Italy, and if Moscow secured hegem-
ony over Germany, it would directly intensify that threat to Paris and Rome. 
This alignment makes a coalition in Europe easier to coordinate.

This is not to say that Russia does not pose a threat. Russia threatens Eastern 
Europe in ways that could jeopardize the effectiveness of NATO and stability 
in Europe. This is an important issue I will discuss later, but it is not in the same 
category as a threat of regional hegemony.

It is possible that an aspirant to regional hegemony other than Russia could 
materialize in Europe, but it appears unlikely at least through the medium term. 
Moreover, the United States would likely have substantial strategic warning 
and would enjoy a distinct power advantage over whatever plausible aspirant 
state emerged.

The actual most powerful state in Europe is Germany. Even leaving aside 
Berlin’s membership in NATO, Germany appears highly unlikely to make a bid 
for hegemony in Europe in the foreseeable future, and it would very likely be 
manageable if it tried. This is for at least three reasons. First, Germany does not 
enjoy a particularly large power advantage over the other principal European 
states, such as the United Kingdom, France, and Russia. It is somewhat more 
powerful than each of the others, but not more powerful than a plausible coali-
tion of European states. Second, it is far weaker than the United States, mean-
ing that the United States could readily work with other European states to 
check any German ambition for regional hegemony and undermine its attempt 
to assemble any pro-hegemonic coalition. Last, because of its history, there are 
signifi cant constraints on how Germany can employ its power. These factors 
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might change, of course, but such an evolution would likely generate ample 
warning.

The most plausible alternative to Russia as an aspiring hegemon in Europe is 
likely the European Union or a more cohesive entity emerging from it. Although 
a loose coalition of states is unlikely to be able to seize and hold hegemony be-
cause of its inherent fractiousness, a unifying superstate could. The United States 
itself, initially a loose confederation, evolved into a highly unifi ed strategic ac-
tor. In the 1860s, Great Britain and France considered intervening in the Ameri-
can Civil War in part to prevent the rise of such a powerful superstate.23

Considered solely in the transatlantic context, then, the United States is there-
fore better off if Europe is not a highly unifi ed superstate for the same reasons 
that it should oppose establishment of a cohesive hegemony over any key region 
of the world. This does not mean that the United States should oppose any de-
gree of European integration. It has an interest in a Europe that is reasonably 
stable and can act coherently on matters of mutual concern. A Europe with the 
ability to ease collective action challenges and help resolve disputes is in the in-
terests of the United States. A confederated Europe can ameliorate instability 
and stave off confl icts within the continent that otherwise might draw in the 
United States; it can also act effectively in ways benefi cial to American inter-
ests. But this does not mean the United States would benefi t if the European Un-
ion or a successor became a truly unifi ed entity capable of establishing regional 
hegemony and unduly burdening or even excluding US trade and engagement.

The prime variable that could modify this US interest is China. Because Asia 
is the world’s largest economic zone and China is the most serious potential re-
gional hegemon, the US interest in Europe must be shaped by the requirements 
for ensuring that China does not establish predominance in Asia. If a disunifi ed 
or even confederated Europe proves incapable of supporting or even indirectly 
enabling efforts to deny China hegemony in Asia, the US interest will tilt to-
ward fostering a more cohesive Europe that aligns with the United States in 
checking China’s aspirations, even if it means some loss of leverage with re-
spect to dealing with a unifi ed Europe. Some of Great Britain’s interests suf-
fered when the United States rose to dominance in North America, but these 
losses ultimately paled in comparison to the benefi ts of having a cohesive su-
perpower that could help prevent Germany and then the Soviet Union from 
achieving hegemony over what was, for London, the more important theater—
Europe.
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A comparable logic holds for US relations with Russia. The stronger China 
is, the more the United States and other states have an interest in Russia’s par-
ticipation in, or even just tacit support for, an anti-hegemonic coalition against 
China. Given Russia’s signifi cant power and its geographical position astride 
China’s northern border as well as regions where China could increase its 
power base, such as Central Asia and Northeast Asia, Moscow is a natural po-
tential collaborator with or even member of an anti-hegemonic coalition against 
China. Moreover, Moscow shares this interest. Russia would fi nd its autonomy 
and even its territorial integrity at substantial risk were China to establish he-
gemony over Asia. Because Russia is far weaker than China and likely to be-
come more so given their respective growth trajectories, an unchecked China 
would mean that Russia’s autonomy and integrity would increasingly become a 
matter of China’s sufferance. This vulnerability will be all the greater the more 
isolated Russia is from any anti-hegemonic coalition against China in Asia, 
since any such coalition will be less likely to try to protect Russia if Moscow 
refused to cooperate with it. The United States and Russia thus share an interest 
in preventing China’s regional hegemony in Asia, and this shared interest points 
toward increasing collaboration over time.

The Persian Gulf

There is at present no regional power that could plausibly establish hegemony 
over the Gulf States in the face of regional opposition, not to mention even min-
imal opposition by the United States. The state most frequently mentioned, Iran, 
comprises less than one-fi fth of the region’s economic power. Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, and Turkey all rival it in strength, and Israel and the United Arab Emirates 
are also signifi cant players.24 There therefore exist ready ingredients for intrare-
gional balancing to prevent Iran from establishing hegemony over the Persian 
Gulf. Moreover, with relatively little effort, given its enormous advantage in 
power, the United States can encourage and help sustain such a coalition.

It is more plausible that an external state could establish hegemony over the 
Gulf. During the latter part of the Cold War, the United States was especially 
concerned that the Soviet Union would be able to do this. Today, however, Rus-
sia cannot project suffi cient force into the area to pretend to regional hegemony. 
It can work with local forces and conduct focused operations to advance its re-
gional position, but it has no signifi cant deployable fl eet or air forces that could 
dominate the Gulf in the face of US opposition.25
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China will eventually be a more serious potential hegemon. But if China is 
unable to establish regional hegemony over Asia, it will by defi nition be un-
likely to be able to project suffi cient power to establish predominance over the 
Gulf. To do so it would likely need to project power at least in part by sea, and 
if the United States and other states successfully check China in the Western 
Pacifi c, they would be able to check its maritime power projection outside Asia 
as well.

It is possible that China could seek to achieve hegemony through a combina-
tion of sea and land power projection, for instance, by leveraging the strategic 
advantages from its One Belt, One Road initiative and other efforts. To do so, 
however, it would have to directly impinge on the zones of several signifi cant 
states, including India. If China has not already established predominance over 
Asia, it is very likely that such states will be able to contribute to curbing Bei-
jing’s ambitions in the Gulf.

Ensuring no state other than China establishes hegemony over the Persian 
Gulf is therefore likely to be relatively undemanding for the United States, and 
its success in denying China predominance there will depend on the strategic 
contest in the Indo-Pacifi c.

The Rest of the World

The rest of the world is less important in terms of military-economic power. 
Moreover, there are no serious pretenders to regional hegemony in the world’s 
remaining regions. These two factors are not always coupled; North America 
was a much less important theater than Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, but the United States was a serious potential hegemon. In theory, re-
gions that are not important now could become so later. This appears unlikely, 
however, for the foreseeable future.

No state in Latin America could plausibly pretend to regional hegemony. In 
part due to slow economic growth, the largest Latin American states, Brazil and 
Mexico, are incapable of mounting hegemonic challenges under foreseeable 
conditions.26 It is also implausible that a state from outside of the Western Hem-
isphere could establish hegemony over Latin America, given US proximity and 
stringent opposition to such an outcome.

Likewise, no state in sub-Saharan Africa could plausibly pretend to predom-
inance over the region, as there are a number of large states with comparable 
amounts of power, including Nigeria, South Africa, and Kenya.27 More plausi-
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ble would be the establishment of hegemony over Africa by a state outside the 
region, especially given the continent’s abundant natural resources. Like the 
Persian Gulf, however, Africa’s fate will be determined by how the contest in 
other regions played out. If a state such as China were able to establish hegem-
ony over Asia, it would have the power and favorable position to do the same 
in Africa. Without Chinese hegemony in Asia, however, the United States and 
others would by defi nition have the strength and positioning to frustrate any at-
tempt by China to gain hegemony over Africa. They could exploit China’s dis-
tance from Africa and the resistance of states in between the two to prevent 
such an outcome.

If a state could establish hegemony over Central Asia, as czarist Russia and 
the USSR did, this would add to its power but only to a modest degree. All 
things being equal, the United States therefore has an interest, but a limited one, 
in keeping Central Asia from falling under the sway of a state such as China or 
Russia that could then pretend to hegemony in Asia or Europe. Unlike Latin 
America and Africa, however, Central Asia’s fate would not necessarily be a 
by-product of the competition in the decisive theaters of Asia or Europe, be-
cause it does not lie on the other side of these decisive theaters from the most 
plausible aspiring hegemons, China and Russia. It is the United States that 
would most likely have to project power across their territories, or areas where 
they wield infl uence, to contest Chinese or Russian bids for hegemony in Cen-
tral Asia. There is thus relatively little that the United States can do there; it can 
support regional parties, but its direct options are limited.

The fate of the rest of the world’s regions, such as Oceania and the poles, is 
essentially completely determined elsewhere.

Accordingly, the prospects for anti-hegemonic coalitions in the world’s key 
regions should lead the United States to focus on acting as an external corner-
stone balancer in Asia to ensure the formation and maintenance of a coalition 
against any Chinese bid for regional predominance. The United States should 
remain engaged in Europe to ensure a favorable regional balance of power, but 
in a considerably narrower and more concentrated way than in Asia, because of 
the absence of a plausible regional hegemon in Europe. In the Persian Gulf, the 
United States should focus on ensuring that the wealthy Gulf states do not fall 
under another state’s predominance, but this should not be diffi cult given the 
absence of any plausible regional hegemon. The rest of the world does not de-
mand signifi cant focus.
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THE TOP STRATEGIC PRIORITY FOR THE United States, therefore, is to be the ex-
ternal cornerstone balancer for a coalition designed to frustrate Chinese preten-
sions to hegemony in Asia. What, then, should such a coalition look like, and 
which states should be part of it?

From the American perspective, the ideal way to perform this role would be 
in a manner that minimizes US risk, commitment, and expense. Even as the ex-
ternal cornerstone balancer, the United States benefi ts from doing and risking 
the least amount needed to deny China regional hegemony over Asia. This is 
simply prudent—the United States is better off jeopardizing as little as possible 
to protect its interests. Intuitively, the natural way to do this is to keep its rela-
tionship with any such coalition loose and discretionary. By keeping such links 
elective rather than compulsory, the United States may avoid entanglement in 
costly, unnecessary, or risky wars and crises that might arise if it were more en-
meshed in the region.1

But such a loose commitment is unlikely to foster a suffi ciently cohesive and 
powerful coalition. A very large power such as China poses an acute threat to 
weaker and more vulnerable neighbors, and a loose, discretionary relationship 
with the United States is unlikely to alleviate their anxieties. Precisely because 
such an American commitment would be loose and uncertain, such states would 
be less inclined to join in a coalition balancing effort.

These states’ reluctance would be rooted in the fact that while a strong exter-
nal cornerstone balancer like the United States has a very powerful interest in 
preventing an aspiring hegemon like China from dominating a key region, that 

 3

Alliances and Their Effective, Credible Defense



A L L I A N C E S  A N D  T H E I R  E F F E C T I V E ,  C R E D I B L E  D E F E N S E 39

interest is still inherently partial—but the costs of vindicating it could be ex-
traordinarily grave. Denying an aspirant the attainment of regional hegemony 
is important for fundamental American national purposes. But whether China 
dominates Asia is not likely to be a question of survival for the United States. 
The stakes, though exceedingly high, would not be truly existential. The costs 
of going to war with China, conversely, could well be existential. China could 
infl ict a great deal of harm on the United States; in a world of nuclear weapons, 
China can with high confi dence and enormous effect impose the most grievous 
costs on America—even threaten its very survival.2

This means that the United States might decide that the struggle in Asia is not 
worth these costs, leaving China to attain regional hegemony there while the 
United States retires to the Western Hemisphere, where it can stoutly defend it-
self. Moreover, America can disengage from the region at any time—including 
during a crisis or war—leaving its confederates in the lurch. Great Britain’s lib-
eral use of this advantage as an offshore state is one reason many continental 
Europeans deplored “Perfi dious Albion.”3 Indeed, the allure of a bluffi ng strat-
egy is that such a moment of crisis or confl ict may be the most appealing time 
for such an offshore state to withdraw.

For states more vulnerable to the aspiring hegemon, though, how the coali-
tion fares is not a partial but the central interest. The stakes for them are truly 
existential. They cannot withdraw; if they resist an aspirant like China but it 
still secures dominance, it could very well mean the end of those states as inde-
pendent entities. Like medieval cities falling after compelling the attacker to 
mount a siege, they will have nothing to protect them from its wrath. An aspir-
ant like China would have both reason to punish them, to make an example for 
others, and possibly infl amed passion.

This divergence between the United States and regional states in Asia creates 
the possibility of starkly different perspectives. Moreover, the potential for this 
divergence does not change over time frames meaningful to strategic decision-
making, because it is a product of long-term economic trends, demography, and 
geography.

When judging whether and to what degree to participate in an anti-
hegemonic coalition, a vulnerable state needs to account carefully for this pos-
sibility of abandonment. For an external cornerstone balancer like the United 
States to keep its relations with other coalition members loose and discretionary 
would merely exacerbate such a state’s concern, since the purpose of keeping 
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the links loose and discretionary could only be to make it easier for the external 
balancer to extricate itself. It would be a tell that the external balancer was not 
actually willing to bear the costs and risks entailed in frustrating the aspirant’s 
pursuit of regional hegemony.

The Role of Alliances within an Anti-Hegemonic Coalition

The key for the United States—and, as necessary, other coalition members—
is, then, to provide other states important to the coalition’s success with enough 
confi dence that they join or stay with it. Unless conquered outright and sub-
jected directly to the occupier’s compulsion, the regional states are the ones that 
decide where to allocate their power—with the coalition, with the aspirant, or 
somewhere in between. This means that the coalition’s center of gravity is the 
confi dence of its potential member states that the benefi t of joining or staying 
in the coalition will exceed the benefi t of remaining outside or withdrawing.

Such decisions are, of course, shaped by the political and economic incen-
tives and consequences of affi liating with such a coalition as opposed to staying 
out. Given China’s wealth and political infl uence, these will be signifi cant. Yet 
given the fundamental incompatibility between China’s appetite for hegemony 
and regional states’ high valuation of their autonomy, the issue will ultimately 
boil down to a question of force.

A coalition will therefore be effective only if enough of its members judge 
that they will be provided a suffi cient defense. The natural way to provide this 
is to bring to bear the full power of the coalition in response to the threat China 
poses to a member. In other words, if the aspirant’s strategy is to divide and 
conquer, the coalition’s natural strategy is to bind together to prevent its mem-
bers being picked off singly. If vulnerable coalition members anticipate that 
they will be suffi ciently defended in this way, that expectation should lead them 
to join and stand strong in a coalition—and an aspirant like China to use caution 
in attempting to apply its focused and sequential strategy against them. Under-
mining Beijing’s theory of victory in this way would strengthen the coalition 
and, by making it less advantageous for China, make war less likely.

For the anti-hegemonic coalition, this approach is likely to entail alliances. 
The core concern of vulnerable coalition members is whether a strong enough 
part of the coalition will actually use its power to defend them suffi ciently 
against China. Alliances are especially relevant in this context because they are, 
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in essence, promises to fi ght with or on behalf of others, especially when a 
state’s rationale for defending another state is not self-evident.4 The term alli-
ance here refers to any relationship in which a state has committed to come to 
another’s defense; this commitment may be made and communicated through 
any number of methods, including formal treaties, but also other government 
statements, legislation, and patterns of behavior.

Alliances, in other words, are strong and usually costly signals of intent to 
fi ght for interests that are not manifestly compelling.5 They therefore deter the 
potential opponent by increasing the likelihood of an effective collective re-
sponse if the adversary challenges an alliance member, including through the 
kind of focused wars that do not, on their face, seem to call for a large response. 
And alliances encourage balancing over bandwagoning among coalition mem-
bers by fortifying the confi dence of vulnerable states that, if they participate, 
they will not suffer more than they are prepared to endure. Largely for these 
reasons, the United States retains a web of alliances, including with Japan, 
South Korea, Australia, and the Philippines in Asia, as well as a quasi-alliance 
with Taiwan, and with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in Europe (and 
Canada).6 Washington also has less formal but nonetheless deep relationships 
in the Middle East with the key Gulf states, Israel, and Jordan.

Thus, although the presence of an aspiring hegemon like China creates a 
strong impetus toward formation of an anti-hegemonic coalition, this impetus 
is coupled with doubts among vulnerable regional states over whether the 
United States, which is very distant and can formidably defend itself in the 
Western Hemisphere, is truly committed to denying China hegemony in Asia 
should the costs rise too high.7 Indeed, some leaders of states important to 
checking China’s aspirations have already begun to question whether the 
United States is prepared to endure what China can infl ict on it. The Philip-
pines’ Rodrigo Duterte has been the most blunt, but such questions are also 
heard in Australia, Japan, South Korea, and beyond.8

The formation or sustainment of alliances between the United States on the 
one hand and regional states on the other is a natural method of addressing this 
problem. This tendency may lead to the formation or sustainment of multiple 
alliances, including interconnected ones and even a single, fully integrated 
alliance. But it need not result in a single, interconnected alliance for an anti-
hegemonic coalition to succeed. Not all members of the coalition need to be 
allies for it to be effective. Nor do all members of the coalition that are allies 
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need to be allied with one another. These points are particularly important with 
regard to Asia for several reasons.

First, an effective anti-hegemonic coalition may contain allies (including quasi-
allies, those that are also recipients of US security commitments), nonallies—
hereafter termed partners—or both. It is vital to emphasize the difference between 
the anti-hegemonic coalition and alliances. Such a coalition is a broad network of 
states actively pooling their power to deny an aspirant like China regional pre-
dominance. Members of this coalition may elect to come to each other’s defense 
if subjected to China’s focused and sequential strategy, but they have not specifi -
cally and formally committed to do so just by being members.

With that said, some coalition members may choose to form alliances, 
thereby committing to come to one another’s defense. Doing so reassures nerv-
ous coalition members that they will be protected in the face of the aspirant’s 
focused and sequential strategy. Alternatively, however, coalition members 
might choose not to make such a commitment and yet remain partners within 
the coalition. Partners may still come to other coalition members’ aid in the 
event of a Chinese assault, but they have made no formal pledge to do so.

Ultimately, then, it is the coalition that denies China regional hegemony. An 
effective coalition accomplishes this goal by bringing enough states together to 
prevail in a systemic regional war. Alliances, meanwhile, promote the coali-
tion’s ability to operate effectively. Thus, whereas alliances may improve the 
effi cacy and reliability of a coalition, they are not strictly necessary. If a state 
does not want or need an alliance commitment from other states in order to par-
ticipate in the coalition, then there is no strict need for it to receive one so long 
as it reliably participates in the anti-hegemonic coalition. Many states partici-
pated in what was effectively an anti-hegemonic coalition against the Soviet 
Union in the 1970s and 1980s, including not only such US allies as Japan and 
NATO but such informal partners as China. This is not to say that alliances are 
not useful or even sometimes critical, only that they are not always necessary.

Second, even coalition nations that are in alliances need not be allied with 
each other to act against a common foe. A multilateral alliance has the advan-
tage of bringing to bear the full power of a network of states, whereas a disag-
gregated network of bilateral or smaller multilateral alliances does not. 
Nonetheless, a more disaggregated model can still provide the confi dence re-
quired for vulnerable states to remain on side. After the Second World War, the 
United States developed a hub-and-spoke alliance network in Asia, in which 
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Washington allied with multiple states but those states were not generally allied 
with each other. This network proved suffi cient during the Cold War. Japan and 
South Korea were both part of the US coalition but were not allied with each 
other; each was separately allied with Washington.9

These points are critically important because there may be considerable re-
luctance to make new alliances within any anti-hegemonic coalition against 
China. For one, the United States may be reluctant to add alliance commit-
ments. But regional coalition members may also balk at adding newly formed 
alliances to existing ones. This disinclination, even among states already op-
posed to Chinese hegemony, stems from several sources.

First, some coalition members may believe that they do not need alliances for 
their own security. They may think themselves suffi ciently secure in the face of 
China’s focused and sequential strategy that alliances with other coalition mem-
bers are not worth the potential compromise of autonomy and entanglement that 
they might impose. India, for instance, because of its growing strength, may 
judge that it can resist Chinese employment of its focused strategy and that an 
alliance with Washington carries more risk than potential gain. From a different 
vantage point, New Zealand may believe that its small size and distance from 
China make it an unlikely target for Beijing and that joining an alliance would 
expose it to more, not less, risk of attack. In each case, these states might contrib-
ute to an anti-hegemonic coalition but keep clear of alliance relationships.

Second, some coalition states, including those already in alliances, may be 
reluctant to extend commitments to additional coalition members, especially 
the more vulnerable ones. US allies such as South Korea, Japan, and Australia 
may resist formally committing to the defense of Taiwan or the Philippines. 
They may judge that a US guarantee should be enough to keep such nervous 
states on side and that they can always choose to become involved later, for in-
stance, through a coalition of the willing formed to deal with a particular con-
tingency. This route preserves their fl exibility and, they may hope, diminishes 
their exposure to Chinese ire.

Last, political factors may inhibit the formation of new alliances or the link-
age of existing ones, and such currents are very much alive in Asia. Japan and 
South Korea, for instance, are often at loggerheads and have had diffi culty sus-
taining even a modest strategic partnership.10 India and Vietnam have strong 
traditions of nonalignment and opposition to the United States.11 Political reluc-
tance can, however, often be overcome by compelling strategic necessity; 
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France and Germany were able to come together in postwar Europe, as Great 
Britain and France did before the First World War. But overcoming such resist-
ance may impose other costs and alienate key constituencies in these countries.

A fully integrated, completely reliable multilateral alliance network can 
make an ideal coalition. An Asian NATO is certainly conceivable, even if it has 
not existed in the past; given China’s rise and its increasingly assertive behav-
ior, the prospects for forming such a tightly integrated, multilateral alliance are 
improving as its value grows more apparent. During the Cold War and until re-
cently, the United States was overwhelmingly powerful in maritime Asia; indi-
vidual US allies, moreover, could not contribute very much to the defense of 
others. Hence the hub-and-spoke model made sense; US allies could focus pri-
marily on defending themselves in concert with the United States. With the rise 
of China, however, the United States is no longer dominant, whereas such US 
allies as Japan, South Korea, and Australia can contribute to collective defense. 
Further, during the Cold War, lingering resentment against Japan for its conduct 
during the Second World War was a major hindrance to a multilateral alliance 
with its neighbors. Today, that legacy is receding from living memory.

In light of this, the United States and others ready to participate in an anti-
hegemonic coalition in Asia would in principle benefi t from a tighter, multilat-
eral framework such as an Asian NATO. Moreover, the perfect need not be the 
enemy of the good; even if the members of the coalition could not come to-
gether in a full NATO-like structure, they might profi tably form additional alli-
ances, including smaller multilateral alliances. Japan and Australia might ally, 
for instance, in addition to or integrated with their pacts with the United States. 
It is likely in the US interest to encourage such arrangements.12

But while a more developed and integrated alliance network might be benefi -
cial, achieving it could be diffi cult and present some risks. Some obstacles are 
largely political: trying to form such a fully cohesive alliance network might al-
ienate some coalition states or important constituencies within them, jeopard-
izing these states’ participation in the coalition. Such an effort also might 
consume political capital that could be better used to support the coalition in 
other ways, such as raising military spending or permitting military access by 
other coalition members.

Deeper strategic reasons for caution also exist. These reasons are rooted in 
the reality that adding new and sustaining legacy alliances to face a determined 
adversary is not without costs or risks. An alliance defense must be effective 
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and credible, and failing to tend to these requirements risks undermining 
not only an individual alliance but related ones, and even the broader anti-
hegemonic effort. Stretched too far, an alliance network can weaken and even 
break. This was a problem with the Pactomania of the 1950s, which helped lead 
the United States into the agonizing Vietnam War and threatened to impair, if 
not collapse, its whole Cold War effort.13 Thus before determining how the 
United States and the coalition should adjust the contours of their alliance net-
works in Asia—if at all—we must fi rst understand what such alliances require.

An Effective Defense

The key element of a meaningful alliance facing an aspiring regional he-
gemon is that the alliance promises an effective defense of its members. The 
goal of the alliance is to defend a member state enough to keep it onside and 
contributing its part to the coalition. Effective in this context therefore simply 
means the denial of the conditions that would cause the targeted state to leave 
or stop contributing to the alliance and thus withdraw its strength from the coa-
lition. These conditions, of course, depend on the nature and terms of a given 
alliance. But because it is about the will of the vulnerable state to continue to 
dedicate its power to the alliance’s—and thus the coalition’s—efforts, effec-
tiveness is largely a relative and contingent, rather than an absolute, standard.

This is crucial because it means that a great deal rests on how much a vulner-
able state is willing to endure and do in the face of what an aspirant like China 
can do to it. The only truly necessary part of this criterion is defense against 
outright and lasting conquest, particularly of its key territory, since that by def-
inition entails the state’s enduring submission to the aspirant’s will and ulti-
mately the cessation of any resistance the ally could offer. Beyond that, how 
much is needed for an effective defense is a product of how much the vulnera-
ble state is willing to suffer, risk, and do to gain the benefi ts the alliance (and 
the coalition) offers.

This is of such elemental importance because the more a vulnerable state is 
willing to resist and suffer, the less demanding the standard of an effective de-
fense will be. The less willing such a state is, conversely, the more demanding 
the standard will be. If a state is willing to bear great harm or be patient in wait-
ing for its deliverance, defending it will put less stress on its allies; such a state 
could endure awful barrage, blockade, or even temporary conquest and still 



A L L I A N C E S  A N D  T H E I R  E F F E C T I V E ,  C R E D I B L E  D E F E N S E46

contribute to the allied effort so long as it expects to be delivered or freed. 
Meanwhile, a state that would buckle and renege on its contributions should it 
suffer even modest damage requires a very robust defense, stressing the ability 
and will of its allies to help protect it. A stout and resilient state, such as the Fin-
land of 1940, demands less from an alliance than a fragile one, such as the Bel-
gium of the same year.

For this reason, what an ally demands for its defense has the most signifi cant 
implications when choosing which states to take on or keep as allies. And how 
much an ally demands for its defense is a product of how it balances the gains 
of affi liation against the suffering and sacrifi ce expected of it: if it sees the ben-
efi ts as high, it is likely to be prepared to suffer and do more, and vice versa. 
The benefi ts include the state’s independence and autonomy, along with what-
ever other inducements an alliance can offer; the costs are, most prominently, 
the damage an aspirant like China can impose as well as forfeiture of the in-
ducements it can offer.

What is asked of the vulnerable ally will also vary. One state might be ex-
pected to stoutly defend itself and seek to deny to the aspirant the use of its ter-
ritory and resources, such as West Germany in NATO. Another might be 
expected simply to bear up under attack and provide access, such as Iceland in 
the Cold War.14 Moreover, an ally could perform its alliance duties even if it is 
occupied, so long as this is consistent with the alliance’s strategy for defeating 
the aspirant. Such a conquered ally could, such as the Philippines in the Second 
World War, be liberated or regained at the peace table.

How vulnerable states balance between these costs and benefi ts cannot be 
generalized as a rule. This is particularly because survival of a state as an inde-
pendent entity does not obviously or universally supersede other goods. History 
is replete with examples of states that have compromised their autonomy and 
even their very existence as independent entities, such as Scotland in the early 
eighteenth century.15 How much a state is willing to sacrifi ce to protect such 
high goods is a preference that is shaped by many factors but is fi nally a refl ec-
tion of how much the state’s people, and especially its decision-makers, value 
their freedom and autonomy. Some may see purple as the noblest winding 
sheet, others that survival is preferable to liberty.

This is particularly important because the more powerful the aspirant and the 
weaker the targeted state, the more the question of how much the targeted state 
truly values its independence will come to the fore. With a strong aspirant like 
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China, inducements by allies tend to be canceled out because both sides can of-
fer signifi cant carrots. At the same time, a powerful state like China can likely 
hold at risk whatever inducements the targeted state’s allies can offer, jeopard-
izing their value.

In principle, however, the standard of an effective defense demands nothing 
from the adversary, though such concessions may be instrumentally useful or 
advantageous. This makes it quite unlike some other approaches to US defense 
strategy. A grand strategy posited on ensuring the ascendancy of democracy or 
liberalism might demand a defense strategy that can produce changes in Chi-
na’s form of government, since under this logic, only after China is a liberal de-
mocracy can the United States be truly safe.16 A strategy, meanwhile, that 
demands actual US hegemony in Asia—as opposed to the denial of China’s 
hegemony—might require a defense strategy that actively weakens or hobbles 
China. The standard presented here, conversely, can coexist with a very power-
ful China led by different types of government. But it does require effective de-
fense of allies.

The Challenges to Mounting an Effective Defense

Such a defense must be more than theoretically effective. It must also be 
credible.

Whether another state will fulfi ll its alliance commitments is inherently un-
certain. Alliances are created because a vulnerable state fears that it will be left 
isolated without such assurance; an alliance is a resulting promise by other 
states not to leave their vulnerable confederate alone, and especially to fi ght ef-
fectively on its behalf when tested. But like all promises, such a pledge can be 
broken or implemented only half-heartedly. Bluffi ng can be an alluring strategy 
for more distant alliance members because it holds out the possibility of gain-
ing the deterrent benefi ts of alliance while avoiding its most grievous costs if 
the deterrent fails. Knowing this, vulnerable allied states that rely on such a 
pledge as well as the aspirant itself have the strongest incentive to look closely 
at how likely the committers are to follow through on their promises—in other 
words, to determine just how credible those promises are. This is all the more 
true when it is not manifestly clear that it is in the committers’ own interests to 
follow through on their pledges—precisely the conditions in which an alliance 
is most relevant.
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Credibility is especially important when facing a mighty aspirant like China, 
because Beijing’s employment of a focused and sequential strategy can play on 
the fundamental misalignment of interests and perspectives among the states in 
the anti-hegemonic coalition, particularly between an external cornerstone bal-
ancer like the United States and its regional confederates. A very powerful as-
pirant such as China can try to frame a confl ict as largely about local issues—about 
disputed claims, for instance, or matters of internal sovereignty—so that the 
stakes appear remote to Americans and other Asian states. Many Americans 
regularly remark that they do not want a war with China over “rocks in the 
South China Sea” or even about “an internal matter” such as the status of Tai-
wan. At the same time, China can impose great harm not only on smaller states 
but on larger ones such as Japan, India, and the United States. If Beijing can 
frame a confl ict in this light, some coalition members’ resolve may be insuffi -
cient to surmount the fear of these risks.

The result of this is that, in the face of a focused war strategy pursued by an 
aspirant like China, an alliance demands of its members a readiness to contem-
plate a great deal of loss for an apparently narrow issue—more than, on its face, 
it may appear to warrant. An alliance rests on the logic that it is better to risk 
hanging together rather than hanging separately, because the aspirant will only 
continue salami-slicing until it can gain the predominance it seeks—that states 
may not be dominoes, in the phrase made infamous by Vietnam, but that their 
fates are surely interconnected.17

But this tension invites an aspirant like China to test whether and how much 
the other members of an alliance are truly ready to sacrifi ce so much for their 
vulnerable ally. Beijing can do this by playing on the other allies’ uncertainty as 
to whether Beijing is really seeking hegemony or whether such hegemony 
would be so intolerable as to be worth the suffering entailed in defending the 
targeted member state.

This gets at a very real and indeed foundational issue. An alliance designed 
to deal with a powerful state like China seeks to help forestall a hegemony that 
its members fear but can rarely be sure is inevitable or, if it does arise, will be 
so intolerable. Yet the costs of forestalling that potentiality are real, concrete, 
and substantial. Put another way, alliances may promise to help block a 
large regional state’s bid for local hegemony by guaranteeing aid to vulnerable 
members—but they also risk the entanglement of their member states in unnec-
essary or disproportionately destructive and costly wars. This is rooted in three 
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quandaries that call into question how real, and, if real, how signifi cant, the 
gains of fi ghting an aspirant like China over a focused war actually are.

First, it is possible that a rising potential aspirant like China may not actually 
end up pursuing full-fl edged hegemony or pursuing it fully enough to succeed. 
Even very powerful states may become satisfi ed with their gains. This means 
that wars fought to frustrate what looks like an aspirant’s focused and sequen-
tial strategy may not be necessary. And waiting a bit longer to see if the poten-
tial aspirant is actually intent on hegemony will seem a very attractive option 
compared to the high costs of confronting it. Many will ask: Could not those 
bound to come to the ally’s aid wait to see if the potential aspirant, whose hun-
ger for hegemony is likely to be consistently denied and thus appear specula-
tive, might not be sated by its gains? US territorial expansion in North America 
effectively ended with the Mexican-American War, leaving Canada and Mex-
ico independent. The Soviets never used military force against Western Europe 
and effectively stopped directly testing the boundaries of the postwar European 
settlement after the Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises of 1961–1962. Indeed, it 
is still a matter of historical debate whether the USSR sought regional hegem-
ony or merely a suffi cient buffer for itself.18 Even proverbially imperial Rome 
stopped expanding and even withdrew from portions of its conquests in the sec-
ond and third centuries. Examples like these are likely to be front of mind for 
those deciding whether to follow through on an alliance commitment and fi ght 
what could be an immensely damaging war.

The questioning will be especially pointed when the aspirant has plausible 
historical, cultural, linguistic, or other reasons for its particular war aims to 
which it can point as evidence of the limits of its ambitions, since such reasons 
can appear to provide a natural terminus for its goals. A state that argues that it 
merely wants to unify with its coethnics, fellow language speakers, or common 
confessors may persuade others in the region that its goals are limited to this 
end.

Nor must such reasonableness be confi ned to nonstrategic factors. Straight-
forward strategic or security factors can seem or be made to seem reasonable 
and defensive to allied states considering whether it is truly necessary to bear 
the painful costs of war. To those wondering whether great suffering is worth 
the cost, an aspirant’s contention that it simply wants a more resilient or buff-
ered defensive position, and has no plans to use any gains as a prelude to further 
assertion, may have a comforting allure. Was the Soviet imperium over Eastern 
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Europe a buffer it had earned after absorbing and defeating Nazi Germany’s as-
sault, or was it a stepping stone to mastery over Europe? These topics were 
hotly debated in Western Europe and the United States throughout the Cold 
War.19

Second, there is always a tendency to wonder whether there are not better 
grounds on which to draw the red line. Even if one agrees that the aspirant’s bid 
for regional hegemony must be checked, is it necessary to fi ght the war in this 
way and on these grounds? This is often an especially diffi cult question be-
cause, for every rued historical example of a failure to stand fi rm against an am-
bitious aspirant, there is an example of a costly and agonizing war that might 
not have been necessary or that might have been less costly if fought elsewhere, 
under different conditions. For every Munich 1938 there is a Sarajevo 1914, 
and for American lack of clarity about whether it would defend South Korea, 
there is Vietnam. The First World War and Vietnam now seem, if not unneces-
sary, at least out of proportion to the benefi ts of checking imperial Germany and 
Communism in Indochina, respectively. Britain, France, and Russia fought the 
First World War to check German ambitions, but the spark that lit the confl agra-
tion was defending Serbia from Austrian domination. Was it necessary to fi ght 
there and then? Might not a war—if necessary at all—have been better fought 
elsewhere at another time, or avoided entirely while still preventing German 
hegemony over Europe? Even a century later, debate on this question contin-
ues. The closest the world has come to the brink of general nuclear war was the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, which was intimately linked to the Berlin Crisis and in 
particular the fate of West Berlin. Would protecting a free West Berlin as a sym-
bol of US and NATO resolve have been worth a thermonuclear war?

The quandary is that there is always a case for waiting until the aspirant has 
presented clearer and more brazen evidence of its ambitions and aggressive-
ness, and for more advantageous political and military conditions before ven-
turing to directly confront it. Yet a wily aspirant, conscious of this, will have 
every incentive to present its focused wars in ways that exacerbate rather than 
relieve this predicament, never presenting unambiguous evidence of its inten-
tions until there is an advantage in doing so. And for the anti-hegemonic coali-
tion, the danger is fi nding out that the best time to check the aspirant’s ambitions 
was two years ago, or fi ve, or earlier, when things were not so clear.

Third, states may wonder whether the aspirant’s predominance, if realized, 
will really be so bad as to justify the costs needed to resist it. All states have 
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some substantial interest in the independence and autonomy afforded by being 
free of a hegemon. But not all empires or ascendancies are intolerable. Rome 
was brutal and oppressive in many respects, but it also created the Pax Romana, 
facilitated trade and exchange, and was generally lenient if its provinces did not 
rebel. There is a reason Gibbon judged the second-century empire under the 
Antonines to be the happiest period in human history.20 More recently, Canada 
might have preferred to avoid American hegemony over North America, but 
has it been so bad? Many have not unreasonably wondered whether a German 
ascendancy resulting from a victory by the Central Powers in the First World 
War would have been as awful as the losses in the trenches. Thus, to a state fac-
ing a modernized People’s Liberation Army (PLA), would Chinese predomi-
nance be as awful as the costs of resisting it?

Yet to each of these arguments there is a compelling counterargument. An as-
pirant like China has the most powerful incentive to hide the extent of its ambi-
tions in order to dampen other states’ willingness to run such risks and bear 
such costs to stop it. And if a large state’s current leadership is genuinely fo-
cused on nationalistic and revanchist rationales and not primarily or deliber-
ately seeking hegemony, that may still be the upshot of its policies. Even 
apparently limited demands may advance the aspirant’s ability to establish he-
gemony, whether that is an intentional result or not. Acquired territory may be 
strategically valuable, and appetite often grows with eating. The next set of 
leaders may be more ambitious than today’s. Prussia had nationalist reasons to 
fi ght Denmark, Austria, and France in order to unify Germany, but these victo-
ries made Prussia (and then Germany) a much more powerful state capable of 
pursuing European mastery, which it subsequently sought to grasp. Nazi Ger-
many’s desire to unify the German-speaking populations in Central and Eastern 
Europe was both grounded in nationalist arguments that appealed to the spirit 
of the age and strategically threatening to other states because it resulted in a 
state of such power in Central Europe as to pose a hegemonic threat.

This dynamic is especially relevant to contemporary China. Although some 
still argue that China’s true ambition is only to settle its foreign disputes and 
take its rightful place at the high table of international affairs, the increasing 
weight of evidence indicates that China has either shifted its approach toward 
pursuit of regional hegemony or has pursued this aspiration for a long time, 
the only change being that it has recently become more obvious about it.21 
Thus China may have long-standing political claims to Taiwan as an internal 
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province based on its having been part of the Qing Empire; cultural and ethnic 
reasons for ensuring the so-called protection of Chinese-speaking populations 
in Southeast Asia; and historical claims on parts of the South China Sea, Japan, 
India, Russia, and other states. Yet even if, in the minds of Beijing’s leaders, 
China’s pursuit of these interests is not solely or even primarily intended to ad-
vance it toward predominance over Asia, fulfi lling these aims would nonethe-
less make it much more capable of attaining this goal. Innocent intentions do 
not necessarily make for innocent policies.

Further, there are reasons not to draw back the defensive line in search of pu-
tatively better battlegrounds. Doing so is riskier the more powerful the aspirant 
is; it is safe to wait and see against a weaker rival, but an anti-hegemonic coali-
tion cannot afford to lose much margin against a very powerful aspirant like 
China. Second World War examples tend to be overused, yet it is nonetheless 
true that interwar diplomacy shows the great peril of waiting too long to coun-
teract an aspiring hegemon. Germany would have been better confronted in 
1936 or 1938 by well-prepared Western powers. And although the war in Korea 
was painful and costly, it played an important role in cohering the anti-Soviet 
coalition in both Asia and Europe by signaling the lengths the Communist Bloc 
was prepared to go to advance toward its aims.

And the argument that regional hegemony will not be so bad can be met by 
the indisputable counterargument that, once an aspirant establishes such pre-
dominance, states under its sway will be essentially entirely at its mercy. That 
places an enormous trust in the hegemon’s good will and self-restraint. It is 
worth remembering that Rome’s history was largely written by the Romans or 
by those seeking their favor or fearing their disfavor. The many peoples who 
rebelled against Roman rule clearly did not consider their rule so benign, and it 
seems reasonable to wonder whether the subject peoples who did not rise up 
were more content than those who did. More to the point, submission to a great 
state’s regional hegemony might be better than some alternatives: Roman im-
perium may have been better than exposure to Hunnic deprivations, and rule by 
imperial Germany better than by Soviet Russia. But it is presumably, as a gen-
eral rule, not better than a state’s autonomy in peace.

But the fundamental point is that these questions are real—the risks and costs 
of fi ghting such wars are likely to be high, while the gains invariably will ap-
pear speculative, especially if the challenge is met earlier and thus normally 
more effectively. It is not impossible that a rising power might become satis-
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fi ed; nor is it unreasonable to think that it might be better checked on some 
more advantageous battlefi eld; nor even to conclude that its hegemony, if it 
comes to pass, may not be so terrible. At the same time, the costs of resistance 
are immediate and potentially of the gravest sort.

The basic problem, then, is that an alliance asks its member states—
especially a state distant from Asia like the United States—to commit to fi ght-
ing a costly and potentially very damaging war that is by no means self-evidently 
worth the suffering and jeopardy it entails. If a war for an embattled ally raises 
questions along these lines that are powerful and well-grounded enough, they 
may lead alliance members, including most prominently the United States, ei-
ther to balk at defending a victim of the aspirant’s focused strategy or to defend 
it half-heartedly and ineffectively. Yet a failure by important allies to effectively 
defend a member of an alliance cannot but have serious and possibly the most 
far-reaching consequences, not only for that alliance but for the anti-hegemonic 
coalition as a whole.

The Importance of Credibility

This is because of the fundamental role of credibility in alliances. Credibility 
is a fraught topic, and its role has often been exaggerated, sometimes grossly, 
including particularly in this context of alliances. One of America’s most sear-
ing experiences, the war in Vietnam, was in key respects a result of overesti-
mating the importance of credibility to American foreign policy.22 Partly in 
reaction to that experience, some maintain that credibility makes little differ-
ence in international life.23

That argument is impossible to sustain. Credibility is a universal factor in hu-
man life. It is an essential part of social interaction whenever a party pledges 
future action, especially when that promise entails exposing itself or its re-
sources to harm or loss. This is as true in the international arena as it is in pri-
vate life.

The simple reason is that one cannot know with certainty how another will 
act. No state can have perfect confi dence when trying to anticipate another 
state’s future decisions. Even decision-makers within a state cannot know ex-
actly how their state will behave, just as individuals cannot know with certainty 
what decisions they will make in the future. Because of this uncertainty, states 
seek formal commitments from other states so that the risking state can avoid 
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having to rely, when they are putting a great deal on the line, solely on specula-
tive assessments of another state’s interests.

But states do not normally take such commitments at face value. Those who 
expose themselves and their assets by relying on another’s promise cannot simply 
presume the counterparty’s good faith. They must therefore look to the best evi-
dence available to judge how reliable the other party is. And a fi rm basis for this 
is the pledger’s reputation for reliability based on its prior behavior. In this, cred-
ibility is like an individual’s or fi rm’s credit rating. Just as a company that has a 
history of reneging on agreements or loans will fi nd it harder to secure such a loan 
in the future, so a state that has been willing to default on certain kinds of commit-
ments will encourage others to believe that it may act similarly in the future.

Credibility is especially salient in the environment created by China’s aspira-
tions for hegemony. Credibility makes one believed even if it is not clearly in 
one’s immediate interests to honor one’s pledge; thus, credibility matters most 
precisely when the benefi ts of acting do not clearly outweigh the costs. When 
the costs of fulfi lling a promise are high or the benefi ts unclear, credibility is 
more relevant because there will be more pain or less to gain from honoring 
these commitments than from not fulfi lling them, increasing the allure of balk-
ing. And China can impose very serious costs.

Moreover, credibility is valuable because, while states can take measures to 
reduce its salience, it cannot be eliminated without incurring other, frequently 
insuperable, costs. For instance, a state can offer hostages or collateral to its 
performance, but in an international environment lacking a common sovereign, 
enforcement is diffi cult if not impossible. A bank may accept a borrower’s 
house as collateral because it can be sure that the government will enforce the 
contract. But a weaker state cannot enforce the terms of an alliance agreement 
against a reluctant stronger state; it lacks the power to do so. If the stronger state 
is willing to walk away from its commitment to the vulnerable state, it is surely 
ready to live with any suspended bonds and confi scated investments it offered 
as collateral. And although states can and historically did exchange hostages, 
those hostages were by defi nition costly tokens; they were not as valuable as the 
equities of independence and autonomy or immunity from great cost. History is 
full of states violating pledges underwritten by hostages.24 Last, an endangered 
or attacked ally can threaten its confederates if they do not honor their pledges, 
but such a threat is likely not only to be ineffective given the power asymmetry 
but also risks alienating rather than inspiring its potential aider.
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The limitations of these other measures are why credibility is especially im-
portant to an external cornerstone balancer, such as the United States, that has 
interests in multiple parts of the world. Credibility lessens—and its absence 
increases—the resources and entanglement required to underwrite a given com-
mitment. A fi rm with a good credit rating can borrow more money with less 
collateral, and at more favorable interest rates, than one with a poor rating, 
which must risk more of its assets and pay higher interest rates to borrow. Sim-
ilarly, nervous allies and possible attackers will demand less of a state with 
good credibility and more from one with a poor record.

A defi cit of credibility causes several diffi cult problems for a committing 
state. First, a state that must put more down to convince others that it will up-
hold alliance commitments in one place will be unable to employ those re-
sources elsewhere. This will reduce the state’s fl exibility.

Second, because these forces or resources cannot be employed more fl exibly, 
the committing state will need to spend more to cover the same set of commit-
ments than if it could employ its forces more fl exibly. A committing state with 
high credibility, meanwhile, can use the same set of forces to reassure partners 
in multiple places. This reduces the requirement for forces overall and thus the 
costs of national defense, making the committing state’s economy more com-
petitive and imbuing it with more of the economic vitality necessary for mili-
tary strength.

Third, because there is normally a ceiling on military spending, a committing 
state with poor credibility is more likely to have to prune its commitments, re-
ducing its potential infl uence. To be clear, pruning may be advisable for other 
reasons, but it is better for a state not to have to abandon or forswear useful 
commitments because it lacks the resources to make them credible, given its 
reputation for unreliability.

Last, down payments to compensate for a lack of credibility could make it 
diffi cult or impossible for the committing state to back down or extricate itself 
if it ultimately decides that that is the best—or least bad—option. Such down 
payments, in other words, may work, forcing the committing state to fi ght a war 
it does not believe necessary or in a way it does not want. For instance, a com-
mitting state with credibility problems may have to predelegate decisions to lo-
cal commanders or place its forces under allied command. This is the essence 
of entanglement. Thus a lack of credibility may make entanglement more rather 
than less likely.
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For these reasons, credibility—and especially a state’s credibility with re-
spect to something as fundamental as its alliance relationships and willingness 
to go to war—is a precious commodity.

Differentiated Credibility

Credibility is therefore highly important in alliance relationships, especially 
for an external cornerstone balancer like the United States. But it is important 
to specify what kind of credibility matters. That is, credibility’s primary infl u-
ence is not felt through generalized assessments of behavior. An undifferenti-
ated picture of credibility, taking in all of a state’s actions and considering how 
it will behave under any and all circumstances, is unlikely to be as useful for 
predicting whether and to what degree it will do something specifi c, such as in-
cur great costs to defend other members of an alliance.

And that is the question. Vulnerable members of an alliance do not care so 
much whether committing states follow through on other obligations. They 
care whether and to what degree the committing states follow through on their 
pledge to defend them, just as a lender cares about a borrower’s likelihood of 
paying back its loan, not about the borrower’s overall moral repute.25

Of course, the logic of a generalized assessment is that there tends to be a 
connection between how a state regards fi delity across different domains—and 
this is often true. A person or fi rm that is willing to cut corners in one area is 
usually thought more likely to do so in others. Thus a reputation for general 
credibility is valuable, and a perfect record would be a great asset. In the ideal, 
a person or a state is best off if it matches its actions fully and completely with 
its pledges.

The salience of differentiated over generalized assessments of credibility de-
rives, then, from two sources. First, a state may be more reliable on some mat-
ters than others. It may be fi ckle on living up to its pledges on, say, human 
rights but take its core security commitments much more seriously. Second and 
more fundamentally, the appeal of this perfect standard must reckon with real-
ity. States will leave a great deal of money on the table—they will miss impor-
tant opportunities—if they take as their highest goal ensuring that they can 
fulfi ll every pledge. Gainful commitments often involve reaching beyond what 
one is absolutely sure one will be able to do or want to bear.26 A state that is too 
conservative risks being overtaken by those willing to run greater risks. Thus, 
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to best serve its interests in the world, a state, especially an important state like 
the United States, may need to make commitments it cannot be absolutely sure 
it can sustain. Indeed, the United States offi cially acknowledges that it con-
sciously “takes risk” in its defense planning; it is not fully prepared or equipped 
all the time, everywhere.27

Moreover, states must make such commitments in conditions of profound 
uncertainty. Shifts in power, as well as in a state’s own or other states’ willing-
ness to run risks and bear costs, are diffi cult to anticipate. Yet such shifts can 
mean that the logic that once justifi ed or enabled a commitment may no longer 
obtain. Commitments that appeared feasible or advisable in one set of circum-
stances may appear imprudent if trends do not unfold as anticipated, just as 
many companies and local governments made pension guarantees based on 
growth expectations that did not pan out and now cannot fully honor their com-
mitments.28

More mundanely, states may make mistaken or simply foolish commitments. 
While they tend toward cost-benefi t decision-making on the whole, and espe-
cially on what they perceive as important issues, governments are not perfectly 
rational. They are composed of collections of individuals who sometimes make 
poor judgments, or at least judgments that subsequent governments think are 
too costly for the benefi ts. They do this even on issues of great consequence. 
For example, most Americans, including many involved in the decision itself, 
now agree that the US decision to invade and occupy Iraq was a major error, 
even given the information available at the time.29 The need to revise previous 
commitments, moreover, is often particularly pronounced because govern-
ments have powerful incentives to make promises that bring immediate bene-
fi ts and leave it to future governments (often of different parties or factions) to 
deal with reducing or even reneging on them. Those pension commitments now 
viewed as well beyond what any reasonable growth projections could sustain 
were often loudly applauded when earlier governments made them—leaving it 
to their successors to reckon with the consequences.

Critically, these realities often lead to situations in which a state has to make 
choices among past commitments—it simply may not have the power or wealth 
or fortitude to fulfi ll all the pledges it made in an earlier set of circumstances. 
This is especially so if a state believes that it needs to make new commitments 
or needs to allocate greater resources to substantiate certain existing commit-
ments than it had forecast. In such circumstances, a state trying to fulfi ll every 
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commitment and earn a spotless record can very well fi nd that it lacks the re-
sources or popular support to uphold some of them and, perhaps as ominously, 
is unable to assume important new commitments.

For the United States, following such a perfectionist course would be anti-
thetical to its core purposes. Upholding unwise promises, especially for a state 
that is supposed to promote the interests of its citizenry, is not the ultimate 
measure of merit; looking out for its citizens’ security, freedom, and prosperity 
is, even if that involves walking back some pledges. A company that goes bank-
rupt by fulfi lling every obligation is serving neither its shareholders nor its 
workers. Likewise, a state that exhausts its strength or its citizens’ will follow-
ing through on every pledge, however peripheral to its interests, is not serving 
its own fundamental aims. No state, despite John F. Kennedy’s stirring words, 
is actually likely to “bear any burden” to follow through on a pledge if the ben-
efi ts are too modest in relation to the pain—as demonstrated by the eventual 
American withdrawal from Vietnam.30

This is especially important because demanding unerring fi delity to past 
pledges risks bringing down the whole edifi ce of commitment, as the conse-
quences of exhaustion and failure may spread beyond one commitment to oth-
ers. A nation will bear only so much; if it spends too much of its resources in 
one struggle, it may not be available in another or may give up on the whole en-
terprise, as the United States fl irted with following Vietnam.

When a state is not able to fully follow through on all its commitments, it has 
to husband its strength and resolve and make hard choices. Under these condi-
tions, sacrifi cing lesser commitments on behalf of more important ones actually 
tends to increase the state’s credibility with respect to the more important ones. 
This is only logical: if a state needs to preserve its strength and will, then it must 
reduce its less important obligations. Doing so, in turn, is an indication of its 
resolve to follow through on its most important, taxing commitments. Thus a 
lack of follow-through in some directions can lead to greater credibility in oth-
ers. In some conditions, then, failing to follow through on certain pledges is ac-
tually evidence of a state’s commitment to other, higher-priority commitments.

These diffi cult circumstances are likely to obtain for the United States when 
it comes to countering China’s bid for hegemony over Asia. A powerful aspir-
ing hegemon like China is a rising power, whose emergence on the interna-
tional stage must change other states’ calculations. If other states, such as the 
United States, correctly anticipated, fully internalized, and adapted to the con-
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sequences of its rise, how it will behave, and the pace at which it is rising, they 
should hardly need to change their policies. But this is unlikely. The implica-
tions of such a state’s rise, which upsets the international order in ways that de-
mand that other countries fundamentally adapt their policies and commitments, 
are rarely well anticipated, and the corresponding adjustments are seldom im-
plemented in a timely fashion.

And indeed, America is almost certainly overburdened with pledges that it 
made without accurately anticipating the full scale of China’s rise. The United 
States has made an enormous number of commitments in the past seventy-fi ve 
years; by one count, some fi fty countries are the recipients of US security 
pledges.31 During most of the Cold War, these commitments were largely lim-
ited to the core industrialized areas of Western Europe and East Asia, but since 
the 1990s they have grown signifi cantly.32 The United States led in expanding 
NATO to encompass almost all of Europe; Washington also made far-reaching 
pledges in the Middle East. Some of the more ambitious elements of these pol-
icies may charitably be ascribed to the diffi culties of charting an uncertain 
future; but some seem to demonstrate, if not hubris, then a confi dence in the en-
durance of America’s primacy, the end of power politics, or both that China’s 
rise has discredited. The collapse of the Soviet Union appeared to many Amer-
ican policy-makers and those who infl uence them to augur a lasting unipolarity 
and even “end of history.”33 Later, the attacks of September 11, 2001, indicated 
to many that the primary challenges to US security were transnational, nonstate 
threats and that addressing them demanded aggressive efforts to fundamentally 
reshape societies in the Middle East.34

It seems fair to say that US decision-making with respect to its international 
commitments did not fully internalize China’s rise as an enormously powerful 
state that would aspire to predominance in its region. Rather, to the extent that 
it was seriously considered, this period largely refl ected an expectation that 
China’s rise would not be transformational.35

Looked at from the present moment, some of Washington’s recent international 
commitments may be justifi ed even in light of China’s rise, but others appear less 
so. Some suited the structural environment when they were made but now fi t 
poorly in a world shadowed by such a mighty China. Others were overambitious 
or unwise even at the time, based on the need for the United States to maintain 
unipolarity, to ensure the ascendancy of liberal democracy or the observance of 
ambitious conceptions of international norms, or to transform the Middle East.
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The United States will very likely fi nd it impossible to uphold fully all of 
these legacy commitments and also act as external cornerstone balancer in an 
anti-hegemonic coalition in Asia. Trying to uphold them all would be highly 
taxing, consuming substantial resources and political will. For instance, trying 
to implement Washington’s open-ended commitments to stabilize Afghanistan 
and Iraq would devour both direct resources—money, time, the attention of US 
armed forces, and lives—and more indirect but vital assets, particularly the do-
mestic political support needed to fi ght and sustain distant wars.36 What is used 
for the Middle East will not be available for Asia.

This was not such an issue in a unipolar world; when it was preeminent, the 
United States could afford to cover down everywhere and have resources to 
spare. In today’s world, however, this is a real problem. The American war ef-
fort in Vietnam drew strength away from the US defensive position in Europe 
and sapped American political support; the former led, by the 1970s, to a seri-
ous defi cit in the military balance in Europe, and the latter to much reduced 
support for a fi rm stance against the Soviet Union.37 There is already deep op-
position among Americans to the “forever wars” in the Middle East, sentiment 
that could lead to a weakening of the US position in Asia if these wars drag on 
and especially if the latter is not distinguished from the former.38 Americans’ 
wealth, suffering, and willpower must be jealously safeguarded, not liberally 
spent.

Fully upholding such less important commitments would thus be more rather 
than less likely to call into question the US ability and resolve to serve as an ef-
fective external cornerstone balancer in Asia, since it would raise doubts about 
America’s ability to dedicate enough power to what is now the main challenge 
in the primary theater. Asian states evaluating the fi rmness of American pledges 
would have to reckon that unerring fi delity by the United States to all of its past 
commitments could vitiate its ability or resolve to uphold its pledges to the anti-
hegemonic coalition in Asia.

How, then, would states distinguish Washington’s backing off from some 
commitments from its willingness to fulfi ll others? And how would they inter-
pret these decisions in trying to anticipate future US behavior? As I noted, the 
best that states can do to predict how another state will behave is to look at its 
patterns of behavior. And the most reliable bases for prediction are patterns of 
behavior relating to the commitment in question.39 That is, other states must 
look at the most relevant information available.40
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Any such assessment would partly be based on a judgment of the stakes at 
issue and the power available to the committing state.41 Surely the United States 
would fi ght harder for California than for Afghanistan, but that does not say 
much about how it will act on more fi nely balanced issues. The questions states 
must grapple with are more like: How far will the United States go to defend 
Japan, the Philippines, or Taiwan? The answers to such questions are far from 
clear for the simple reason that these states’ importance to the United States is 
relational and subject to interpretation. Americans’ willingness to defend them 
would depend on the anticipated costs, risks, and benefi ts involved. Indeed, this 
holds true even for Americans’ willingness to defend different parts of the 
United States itself. Massachusetts is likely to be willing to do more to defend 
Connecticut than California, and this relativity might become an issue if the 
risks and costs are high enough.

In short, interests are not fi xed, Platonic forms that can be deduced in the ab-
stract and used to predict a state’s behavior. A state’s interests can be broadly 
delineated, but how and how resolutely it will pursue them depends on context. 
Decisions in which the benefi ts clearly outweigh the costs and risks can usually 
be anticipated reasonably well; tough decisions about an uncertain balance are 
harder to predict. And it is precisely these hard, painful choices that Beijing is 
incentivized to present to the United States.

This is particularly important because, although America has long been 
willing to fi ght wars and endure costs to ensure that no other power dominates 
maritime Asia, this history is unlikely, on its own, to reassure regional states 
deliberating how to respond to China’s focused and sequential strategy. 
This consistent willingness to risk and suffer to vindicate the US interest in 
Asia is important because it shows that any commitment relating to it is 
likely to be founded on solid ground. But vulnerable states are likely to look for 
something more, some greater assurance that they specifi cally will be effec-
tively defended against an opponent as powerful as China. They will want a 
concrete, credible pledge from the United States (and potentially others) not 
to leave them in the cold but rather to effectively defend them in these 
circumstances.

Such states will therefore look at the United States’ differentiated credibility. 
They will look at how it has treated that particular commitment or those simi-
larly situated in the past. If America has sacrifi ced and risked much to uphold 
this or similar commitments in the past, this suggests that it judges upholding 
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this kind of commitment worth a great deal of sacrifi ce and risk. The converse 
also holds—if the United States has been unwilling to sacrifi ce and take much 
risk on behalf of this commitment or those much like it, then this suggests that 
it does not really value the stakes enough to uphold it in the face of a tough and 
painful contest.

In an alliance, then, what matters most in ascertaining an ally’s reliability is 
how it has behaved in circumstances that tell directly on how much it is willing 
to do and bear for that particular alliance. For Asia under the shadow of Chinese 
power, then, the United States is most credible to its regional allies—and to 
China itself—if it upholds its compacts in Asia, particularly against Beijing. In 
simpler terms, to sustain the credibility of alliances designed to help deny China 
hegemony in Asia, the United States should fi rst and foremost ensure that it up-
holds its commitments to those alliances.

This means that a state can have a high degree of differentiated credibility 
with respect to one set of commitments and a lower level for others. This may 
cost it with the latter but help with the former. So the United States can be 
highly credible in Asia against China even as it downplays, shakes off, or ig-
nores commitments in less important areas and for less important purposes, 
such as in the Middle East, especially beyond the Persian Gulf. The United 
States is a signatory to both the North Atlantic Treaty and the Rio Pact, but eve-
ryone knows it takes the former more seriously.42 The United States withdrew 
from Vietnam but upheld its alliances in Europe and even strengthened them in 
the late 1970s and 1980s.43 Washington can, then, withdraw from commitments 
made for Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria without hollowing out its compacts in 
Asia.

If, that is, it follows through on its commitments in Asia. The less relevant are 
the instances of following through on ancillary pledges, the more important is 
its behavior in relevant circumstances. If the United States can back off com-
mitments in secondary theaters such as the Middle East and not damage (or 
even help) its differentiated credibility in Asia, the same reasoning makes the 
consequences of not upholding its commitments in Asia all the graver. This is 
especially important because, although commitments are not necessarily inter-
connected, some are more interconnected than others—and some are very 
tightly coupled. If a committing state such as the United States decides it is too 
costly and risky to fi ght China for one ally in Asia, other similarly situated 
states will have to ask: How does this logic apply to us? Will the United States 
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make the same cost-benefi t calculation toward us, especially when conditions 
resemble those facing the state it abandoned?

Much, then, depends on what states see as similar situations or circum-
stances. This is of course a matter of judgment, but that does not mean it is en-
tirely subjective. Human social life is built around systematizing just such 
judgments; indeed, much of what the courts do is to categorize, regularize, and 
apply such distinctions through “fact patterns,” precedent, “reasonable man” 
standards, and the like.44 States apply the same kinds of practical judgment. 
They weigh such considerations as whether they are part of the same alliance, 
located in the same region, face the same opponent or a similar military predic-
ament, or provide a similar benefi t to the guaranteeing state.

It may help to be more concrete. If the United States were to withdraw from 
Afghanistan, that decision would almost certainly be clearly distinguishable to 
Japan, Taiwan, Indonesia, or India as to how the United States would treat them 
vis-à-vis China. Afghanistan is distant from the wealthiest parts of Asia and has 
negligible impact on the balance of power in that region. But if the United 
States allowed Taiwan to fall to Chinese attack or coercion, that would present 
a very different picture to these states. As I will discuss later, the United States 
has a commitment to Taiwan’s defense that is not a formal alliance but is widely 
viewed in Asia as real and highly signifi cant. If the United States failed to up-
hold its commitment to defend Taiwan against attack by the People’s Liberation 
Army because it judged—openly or not—the costs to be not worth the benefi ts, 
this would present a clear fact pattern. How would that pattern of action be dis-
tinguished from, say, how the United States would regard the Philippines—let 
alone nonallies such as Vietnam or Indonesia—as those states’ vulnerability to 
Chinese military power increasingly resembled that of Taiwan? Why would the 
United States calculate its cost-benefi t assessment differently for the Philip-
pines, Vietnam, or Indonesia when the PLA threat to them became comparably 
fearsome? Why should they expect the United States to suffer enough and take 
suffi cient risks for their defense if it was not willing to do so for Taiwan?

Thus if the United States, under the shadow of China’s focused and sequen-
tial strategy, were to balk at defending a state in Asia to which it had provided 
a security commitment against Beijing, this decision would have profound im-
plications not only for other allies in the region but for the anti-hegemonic coa-
lition as a whole. It would provide direct evidence of America’s unwillingness 
to defend a confederate in the Western Pacifi c under the darkening shadow of 
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Chinese military power—evidence that could not but be pointedly relevant to 
governments in Seoul, Manila, Hanoi, Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur, Bangkok, and 
even Canberra, Tokyo, and New Delhi. This action would speak far louder 
about the United States’ cost-benefi t calculus regarding China and Asia than its 
behavior in a clearly distinguishable situation such as the confl icts in Afghani-
stan or Syria.

Differentiated credibility is therefore of enormous importance in the context 
of the anti-hegemonic coalition. The Asian states at most risk from China’s fo-
cused and sequential strategy—such as South Korea, the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Australia, and even Japan and India—must 
wager a great deal if they are to affi liate with an anti-hegemonic coalition, 
whether in an informal partnership, legacy hub-and-spoke model, or multilat-
eral alliance. Because the consequences of getting it wrong are so severe, their 
judgments about whether to so affi liate or continue to do so will be sensitive.

The United States therefore has the highest incentives to preserve its differ-
entiated credibility related to denying China regional hegemony. If that repute 
is forfeited or compromised, states critical to the anti-hegemonic coalition are 
much more likely to balk at helping to check China’s aspirations to regional 
predominance, with baleful consequences. Thus the United States should strive 
to follow through on its pledges to defend these states, even if doing so is 
costly, risky, or distasteful. At the same time, it should jealously guard its abil-
ity to make good on those pledges, including by pruning commitments else-
where.
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EVEN DIFFERENTIATED CREDIBILITY, HOWEVER, IS AN instrumental good. Main-
taining its own repute is not the ultimate goal of state action for the United 
States. The ultimate goal is serving its citizens’ security, freedom, and prosper-
ity. High credibility is a benefi t, but it pales in comparison to avoiding great 
damage—let alone to national survival. When the protection of its credibility 
confl icts with these core national goods, the latter should prevail, as it would be 
foolhardy for a state to honor pledges in ways that result in costs far out of pro-
portion to the gains. This is true even in the context of an anti-hegemonic coali-
tion for the most important area of the world.

The United States should therefore try to avoid allowing these goods to come 
into confl ict. It should seek to make and retain commitments that can be at-
tended to in ways that refl ect a reasonable correlation between benefi ts and 
costs. This is particularly important for the United States; it must make suffi -
cient commitments to give the anti-hegemonic coalition enough substance and 
strength, but because of the consequences that would follow from its exhaus-
tion or withdrawal, it must be judicious in its pledges.

Calibrating America’s Commitments to Support Its 
Differentiated Credibility

There are three primary ways a state like the United States can ensure that it 
strikes the right balance between the burden of its commitments and what it is 
prepared to sacrifi ce to uphold them. First, it can maximize the power it has 

 4

Defi ning the Defense Perimeter
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available for its alliances in Asia by ensuring the growth of its economy and 
limiting its engagements in peripheral theaters. Greater capacity reduces the 
pain of trade-offs in the primary theater.

Second, it can prepare to fi ght to uphold its commitments in ways that better 
correlate the benefi ts with the costs and risks it incurs; this will be my focus for 
most of the remainder of this book.

Third, it can carefully select which states should be included and excluded 
from its alliances. This brings us to the classic strategic question of drawing a 
defense perimeter, a subject that sounds archaic but is more contemporary than 
many realize. A defense perimeter defi nes the area for which one is committed 
to fi ght; it encompasses a state’s own territory and the states to which one has 
made alliance commitments, whether by treaty or other, less formal methods.1

To repeat, alliances exist to provide the reassurance needed for anxious states 
to contribute effectively to the success of the anti-hegemonic coalition. In the 
case of the anti-hegemonic coalition against China, not all members need to be 
formal allies of the United States. Nor must all alliances include the United 
States—Australia and New Zealand are closely tied, and India and Vietnam 
might also form a pact. But because the United States is the crucial powerful 
state anchoring the coalition, the American alliance network—its defense 
perimeter—is uniquely signifi cant for the coalition.

In setting its defensive line, the United States faces polar risks of undercom-
mitting and overcommitting—of bringing on too few allies and bringing on too 
many, especially too many of the wrong kind.

Undercommitting risks leaving out states that, if suffi ciently reassured by 
this bond, could add material strength to a coalition but that, if left exposed 
without an alliance guarantee, might elect to bandwagon rather than balance. If 
such states are acquired or subordinated by the aspirant, they could add to its 
power, thereby increasing China’s power advantage relative to the coalition. 
Thus if the United States is too selective in choosing its allies, the coalition 
risks being too weak to check Beijing. In a vacuum, then, having more allies 
renders the coalition more powerful.

But overcommitting also carries great risks. By including a state within its pe-
rimeter, the United States ties its differentiated credibility directly to that ally’s 
fate. Yet a vulnerable state can offer an aspirant like China an advantageous target 
for fi ghting a focused war. If the United States fi ghts such a war, it could be weak-
ened by the losses it has sustained, leading others to begin to question its ability 
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to uphold its pledges to them. Conversely, if the United States balks at fi ghting, 
or fi ghting effectively, on the vulnerable ally’s behalf, its differentiated credibility 
will be sorely wounded. More broadly, overcommitting carries the risk that the 
American people will be so sapped and dispirited by painful entanglement in dis-
tant confl icts that disengagement, however costly, seems the better option.

For the United States, and for the anti-hegemonic coalition as a whole, the 
question of who is in and out of the US defense perimeter is therefore essential. 
Those within the perimeter are the states for which the United States commits 
to go to war—and not just go to war but wage war to such a degree that the vul-
nerable state opts to stay with the alliance and, by extension, the broader coali-
tion. Washington offers its differentiated credibility as mortgage to that pledge. 
Critically, then, to justifi ably include or keep a state in an alliance, the United 
States should have a plausible way to fi ght and prevail in such a confl ict con-
sistent with its level of resolve.

This may be extraordinarily diffi cult in the face of an aspirant as powerful as 
China. The key, then, is for the United States to include enough states in its de-
fense perimeter such that together these alliances enable a coalition strong 
enough to deny China hegemony in Asia—particularly by being strong enough 
to prevail in a systemic regional war—but also be discriminating enough not to 
overextend itself.

Crucially, the United States’ choice is essentially binary—states are either in 
or out of its perimeter. It is tempting to hedge by making partial or ambiguous 
commitments, but this is imprudent in the face of a very strong aspirant like 
China. Ambiguity is tenable when a potential attacker is weak. When such an 
opponent can be effectively resisted at relatively low cost, ambiguity about a 
defense perimeter is tolerable and even attractive, because the aspirant cannot 
do anything too consequential and the ambiguity preserves leverage over the 
vulnerable states’ behavior. This is the case in the Middle East versus Iran. 
The United States could readily defeat an Iranian invasion of Saudi Arabia or 
the United Arab Emirates.2 Iran has little ability to mount such an assault, and 
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi have little reason to bandwagon toward the Islamic Re-
public to prevent it. Meanwhile, ambiguity over the precise extent and nature of 
the United States’ pledge to them gives Washington leverage. The United States 
has long practiced this policy toward Taiwan as well.3

Ambiguity becomes more problematic, however, as the costs and risks of ef-
fectively defending allies rise and the consequences of failing to do so become 



D E F I N I N G  T H E  D E F E N S E  P E R I M E T E R68

more grave. In these circumstances, vulnerable states will naturally seek more 
credible assurance that they will be effectively defended and will naturally tend 
to regard ambiguity as evidence of lack of resolve—as will the aspirant. This is 
reasonable; the costs of backing down from an ambiguous pledge are lower than 
from a clear one. Thus a desire to keep the costs of backing out low is a fair in-
dicator that a vulnerable state should be skeptical of a pledger’s commitment, 
which will increase the appeal of bandwagoning. For the same reasons, ambigu-
ity heightens the allure to an aspirant like China of challenging the commitment.

Half-hearted commitments are therefore ill-advised in the face of an aspirant 
like China. The United States can certainly aid and support states that are not 
allies; there is no barrier to its even fi ghting wars alongside them. But ambigu-
ity is ill-advised because it implicates the quasi-guarantor’s credibility. A de-
fense perimeter is ultimately a declaration of the states and territories the 
committing state will effectively defend—will do, suffer, and risk what is nec-
essary to keep them onside. Because ambiguity muddies this message, it raises 
the risk that the pledge will be discounted precisely when it is most needed: 
when the aspirant is strong and the vulnerable state is anxious. Ambiguity may 
provide leverage when there is little peril, but when there is a serious threat it 
makes the pledge seem shaky, even as it implicates and thus places at risk the 
guarantor’s differentiated credibility. Effective, prudent alliances in such cir-
cumstances involve picking clear lines and sticking to them.

This is particularly important for an anti-hegemonic coalition in Asia, espe-
cially as it relates to the US commitment to Taiwan. The scale of China’s power 
may make halfway commitments seem attractive, but this is a siren song. The 
United States should not try to be half-pregnant: it should thus either commit to 
Taiwan’s effective defense or withdraw its pledge and separate its differentiated 
credibility from the island’s fate. Importantly, the former does not require a for-
mal treaty; a clearly communicated commitment to defend the island from 
China would be suffi cient.

In general, the United States should be willing to include states as allies if, on 
balance, they add to the anti-hegemonic coalition’s effectiveness in denying 
China’s pursuit of regional hegemony. In other words, if the benefi ts of adding 
a given state outweigh the risks and costs imposed by its vulnerability, then it 
should be incorporated in the US defense perimeter.

This means fi rst that prospective allies should help defeat China in a large 
war for mastery of the region or help defeat China’s focused and sequential 
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strategy. The “or” is important. A state might, for instance, offer advantageous 
geography within the likely bounds of a focused war but little in a large one. 
Alternatively, it might offer much in a major war but little in a plausible limited 
one, for example, because it has a high threshold for becoming actively in-
volved. A state might bring great power, such as India or Japan today in Asia or 
West Germany or the United Kingdom in the Cold War. But a state might also 
bring attractive geography or other relevant advantages for a plausible limited 
war, even though it contributes little to the alliance’s overall economic and mil-
itary power, as Iceland did for NATO during the Cold War or the Philippines 
does in the contemporary context.

But whether including a state as an ally improves, on balance, the coalition’s 
ability to deny China’s pursuit of regional hegemony is not just about the ben-
efi ts that that state would bring to the coalition. It is also about the costs and 
risks associated with bringing that state into an alliance with the United States. 
If those costs and risks exceed the benefi ts associated with forming an alliance 
with that state, then the United States should not do so.

The primary limiting factor for including a state, then, should be its defensi-
bility. At its core, the criterion of defensibility means that no ally’s effective de-
fense should so deplete the guarantor’s power or resolve that it becomes unable 
or unwilling to uphold its commitments and responsibilities to the anti-hegem-
onic coalition, let alone vitiate its ability to defend its primary interests. Put 
simply, adding a state as an ally should not require the United States to break or 
exhaust itself trying to defend it.4

This means the United States must be able to effectively defend its vulnera-
ble allies in ways that it judges suffi ciently correlate the costs and risks with the 
benefi ts of doing so. The costs of the fi ght and its results must be compatible 
with American resolve. This is what it means for a state to be “defensible.” A 
weak state that is highly defensible, such as Palau in the Pacifi c or Ireland for 
NATO, may be at worst a distraction, but it will not threaten the alliance’s via-
bility. Even a strong state that is indefensible, however, could be a disastrous 
addition if its inclusion leads to defeat of or balking by the United States.

Washington can balance these competing factors by applying the principle of 
marginal utility: if the benefi ts of adding a given state outweigh the risks and 
costs imposed by its vulnerability, then it should be incorporated in the US de-
fense perimeter.5 If a state is powerful or otherwise important enough, then it 
should be included even if it is hard to defend. West Germany was vulnerable 
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during the Cold War but very powerful, and so the United States and its allies 
strove to keep it in NATO. Likewise, if a state brings little to the alliance but is 
easily defended, it may still merit inclusion. Portugal brought little to NATO 
during the Cold War but was easy to defend. Yet if a state is hard to defend but 
adds little—such as Georgia with regard to NATO or Mongolia in Asia—it 
should be excluded.

Defensibility is in part subjective, because how much a state is willing to 
venture and bear is not a matter of fi xed and geometric constants. Such willing-
ness depends on many factors, and making this variability a conscious part of 
American defense strategy is at the heart of this book’s argument. The main 
point is that the defensibility of its members is a central factor in assessing the 
advisability of forming an alliance. There are limits to how much a committing 
state is willing to risk and bear, and these limits become more constraining and 
pressing the stronger the opponent is.

There is an important proviso to add. Commitments, once made, take on a 
different complexion from commitments that have not been issued. In the ab-
stract, it might seem that the same formula should apply to decisions to retain 
commitments as to making them in the fi rst place. But just as fi ring a worker is 
a weightier matter than not hiring one, so decisions to abandon an alliance are 
more fraught than decisions not to enter them in the fi rst place. Alliance com-
mitments are designed to be sticky.6 The intent is to bind; therefore extrication, 
even if it follows established procedures, calls into question the fi rmness of 
cognate commitments. This may be true even if the withdrawing state claims 
that it did not act out of fear. Nervous allied states may not believe such protes-
tations, given that the balking state has an incentive to dissemble in order to 
quarantine the consequences. Thus even if a withdrawal is not actually founded 
on fear, it may still reverberate among those similarly situated.

Such fear will emerge especially in situations in which surety is particularly 
sought, such as among anxiously vulnerable states in the shadow of a powerful 
aspirant. The United States’ willingness to abandon South Vietnam in the 1970s, 
for instance, and to shift recognition from the Republic of China on Taiwan to 
Communist China—even though done with warning and through diplomatic 
channels—nonetheless caused serious disquiet in South Korea, which judged it-
self similarly situated. If the United States was willing to walk away from South 
Vietnam and Taiwan, what did that say about its commitment to Seoul?7 An un-
willingness to make commitments may suggest fear or concern, but it does not 
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directly call into question other commitments—if anything, it may signal the 
contrary, by demonstrating one’s unwillingness to make them lightly.

It is also important to emphasize that the anti-hegemonic coalition, and the 
alliances that are fundamental to it, need to be bound together only by shared 
opposition to the aspirant’s pursuit of regional predominance. This is crucial 
because it indicates that, within the limiting factor of defensibility, the coalition 
benefi ts from taking an ecumenical approach—all the more when the aspirant 
is very powerful. This means that the United States and any anti-hegemonic co-
alition should not weight heavily factors unrelated to the core criteria of power 
and defensibility, such as ideology, religion, or ethnicity. States that are funda-
mentally different and may even detest each other can still make highly effec-
tive allies in an anti-hegemonic coalition, as evidenced by the strange but 
successful partnership among Catholic France, the Protestant powers, and the 
Ottoman Turks against the Habsburgs in the Reformation era or the effective 
coalition of the rebellious Americans with absolutist France and imperial Spain 
during the American Revolution.

It is important to recall here that although the purposes of American politics 
include the promotion of Americans’ own republican government, the way US 
policy in Asia can best accomplish this purpose is to check China’s bid for he-
gemony by agglomerating suffi cient power within the region to do so—not by 
focusing on affi liating with other democracies, let alone by affi liating only with 
such states. In other words, achieving republican ends for the United States 
does not mean associating only with other republicans. It may be advantageous 
or even necessary for an anti-hegemonic coalition to associate with nonrepub-
lican governments. This is especially important in Asia, where many states are 
not democracies or are only inconsistently or imperfectly democratic.8

The most important nongeopolitical reason to exclude states from an alli-
ance, or even from an anti-hegemonic coalition, is how their inclusion would 
affect the resolve of Americans or other key populaces to uphold the alliance. If 
a state’s behavior or orientation is so repugnant that Americans or other allies 
would not defend it or would do so only half-heartedly, or its inclusion would 
diminish the alliance’s standing and thus Americans’ willingness to uphold it, 
then it is likely unwise to include it unless it is very strong or its behavior can 
be moderated.

Moreover, perspectives on whether a disliked or discordant state should be in-
cluded are not fi xed. The more dire the circumstances, the more lenient the United 
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States is likely to be in affi liating with unpalatable states. The United States 
fought alongside the Soviet Union in the Second World War even though many 
Americans had vehemently opposed it before the war and the United States 
would wage a long Cold War against it afterward. The United States and the 
Western Alliance brought in and rearmed the Federal Republic of Germany just 
a decade after they had fought the largest war in human history against the Third 
Reich. The United States sided with authoritarian South Korea in the Korean War 
and stood with the dictatorial Nationalist government on Taiwan in the crises of 
the 1950s. Republican states, including the United States, can and often do sus-
tain alliances with states of quite differing political orientation, sometimes while 
encouraging those states to move toward more republican forms of government.9

Implications

For the United States, whose vast legacy network of pledges is increasingly 
in tension with its crucial role in Asia as the external cornerstone balancer, this 
problem of which commitments to make and uphold and which to forbear or 
withdraw from is especially acute. How should it resolve this tension?

As I have noted, America’s core interest is in preventing the hegemony of 
any other state over a key region of the world, and the main threat to that inter-
est is China in Asia. China poses by far the greatest potential for gaining re-
gional hegemony anywhere, and Asia is by a considerable margin the world’s 
most important region. Russia ranks as a signifi cant but distant second because 
of its ability to threaten comparable US interests in Europe. The scale of Chi-
na’s power and the gravity of the stakes mean that the United States must be 
sure it can allocate enough of its power and its willingness to bear risk and cost 
to denying China hegemony in Asia. All alliances and other defense commit-
ments should be made, retained, deferred, or exited in light of this priority.

Because the United States can singlehandedly or with impromptu coalitions 
defeat any plausible challenger to regional hegemony anywhere outside Asia 
and Europe, it should seek to avoid, reduce, or eliminate costly or demanding 
commitments in other parts of the world, including the Middle East, so that it 
can concentrate on the most demanding theater. It should therefore scale down 
its commitments in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. That said, the United States 
can still seek to form or sustain more limited partnerships in these secondary 
regions, in part to reduce its own exposure and demands on Americans.



Anti-hegemonic coalition. Original map by Andrew Rhodes.
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The question, then, is what America’s defense perimeter in Asia and Europe 
should be.

In Europe, the North Atlantic Alliance greatly outmatches Russia and any 
unaffi liated states that Russia could align with in seeking to reverse the regional 
balance. There is thus no strategic need to add new states to the alliance. Wash-
ington could reasonably support adding easily defensible states such as Swit-
zerland or Ireland, since doing so would incur no meaningful added cost. But it 
should not agree to add Georgia or Ukraine to NATO because both are highly 
exposed to Russian attack while offering no meaningful advantage to the alli-
ance that is remotely comparable to the costs and risks that their defense would 
impose on it.10 Sweden and Finland are a closer call. Both have capable mili-
taries, and the alliance is already exposed in Northern Europe with the Baltic 
states and Norway. Although Sweden and Finland would provide rather modest 
added capability, given the alliance’s massive power advantage over Russia, 
they would bring an advantageous geographic position and capable, forward-
deployed forces; moreover, adding them would involve bringing forward and 
solidifying an existing defensive line rather than creating an entirely new de-
fensive position. Thus, although the United States should be cautious, their in-
clusion in NATO might be worthwhile.

The more pertinent question is whether NATO should withdraw from the 
more vulnerable states in Eastern Europe, especially the Baltic states, that cre-
ate demands on the US military while adding little to the alliance’s strength. 
Given the consequences of withdrawing alliance commitments, however, ex-
pelling these vulnerable NATO member states could be more than trouble than 
it would be worth if the alliance can effectively defend them at a level of risk 
and cost consistent with the United States’ primary focus on Asia. I will return 
to this issue after I have examined the question of whether there is an effective 
military strategy for upholding such commitments.

It is Asia where the United States should focus its will and power and seek to 
maximize its differentiated credibility. I will return to this issue as well, but in 
the interim, it is enough to say that the states fearing China’s hegemony—
including not only the United States but many others—benefi t from an anti-he-
gemonic coalition that is as strong as possible, because a potent coalition is 
more likely to deter and check Beijing. Given how potent China will be, the 
United States should seek to encourage as many states to participate in this 
coalition as feasible. Some strong states that are better able to resist China’s 
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attempt to isolate them, such as India and possibly Vietnam, might participate 
in such a coalition without an alliance guarantee from the United States. Given 
the costs and risks of extending such a guarantee, Washington should not seek 
to compel or even urge such states to become allies if such a bond is not neces-
sary for them to become effective coalition members.

Vulnerable states considering whether to join or remain in such a coalition, 
however, will likely seek reassurance they will not be left exposed. It is these 
states on which US alliance formation and sustainment should focus. Because 
it is critically important that the coalition contain enough strong and well-
positioned states to outweigh such a mighty China, the United States should be 
willing to retain and take on as many of these as allies as are defensible. By the 
same token, it should exclude and, if their vulnerability is signifi cant enough, 
prune as allies any states that are not defensible.

With some countries, the issue is straightforward. Japan is the world’s third 
largest economy, occupies important territory directly east of China, and is a long-
standing US ally. There is no hope of forming an effective anti-hegemonic coali-
tion without Japan, and reneging on the alliance with it would sabotage any 
attempt to persuade other states of America’s resolve to uphold its commitments 
in Asia. Accordingly, Washington should clearly retain its alliance with Tokyo.

Australia is far from China and a long-standing and capable US ally. If the 
United States cannot effectively defend Australia, what hope do China’s closer 
neighbors have for effective US aid? Washington should therefore maintain its 
alliance with Canberra.

Last, Washington has quasi-alliances with many very small Pacifi c island na-
tions that are critical for power projection from the United States to the Western 
Pacifi c. Given that these are highly defensible if the United States is at all capa-
ble of operating effectively in the Western Pacifi c, maintaining and strengthen-
ing these guarantees makes sense.

India is critical for any anti-hegemonic coalition in Asia. Its strength means 
that its participation is critical, and its opposition to Chinese domination of the 
region means that it is likely to be a reliable coalition member. Its long-standing 
emphasis on autonomy and the ability to defend itself, moreover, mean that it 
may not need an American alliance commitment to participate in the coalition. 
I will return to this issue later.

States such as Mongolia and Kyrgyzstan, on the other side of China, might 
oppose Beijing’s hegemony over them, but they have little power and any effort 
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to defend them would be costly and almost certainly futile. Washington should 
not extend alliance guarantees to them.

The United States, Japan, India, and Australia by themselves, however, are 
probably not enough to prevent China from establishing regional hegemony. If 
China can subordinate or entice the remaining states in the Indo-Pacifi c area, it 
might be able to isolate Japan, India, and Australia and then induce their agree-
ment to its predominance. Adding the remainder of the region to China’s power 
could give Beijing a large power advantage over an anti-hegemonic coalition 
composed only of these states and the United States.11 Such a strong pro-
hegemonic grouping would also have enormous geographical and other advan-
tages that would enable it to employ the focused and sequential strategy against 
these few remaining coalition members. The anti-hegemonic coalition will thus 
almost certainly need other states in the region to affi liate or collaborate with it. 
And because many of these states would be highly vulnerable if isolated by 
China, the United States will need to maintain or extend alliance or alliance-
like guarantees to some of these states to give them suffi cient confi dence to as-
sociate with the coalition.

Because heartland Eurasia is much less defensible, given China’s location, 
these states almost certainly need to come from the East Asian littoral and 
Southeast Asia. Some states in these areas have substantial and growing wealth 
and thus power and are, to varying degrees, at least potentially defensible 
against Chinese military power.12 South Asia could also provide candidates, 
though the area is farther from most of developed Asia and, with the exception 
of India and to a far lesser degree Pakistan, its states are less wealthy and 
powerful.

The defense perimeter question is particularly important in the cases of South 
Korea and the Philippines, both of which are US allies, as well as Taiwan, 
which has a special quasi-alliance with the United States. Withdrawing com-
mitments from these states would have tremendous consequences for Ameri-
ca’s differentiated credibility, and they would need to become essentially 
indefensible before Washington could take such a drastic step. Moreover, they 
are (not coincidentally) arrayed along the fi rst island chain, providing a critical 
geographical position and forming a natural military boundary. Excluding Tai-
wan or the Philippines from the American defense perimeter would open a ma-
jor gap in the fi rst island chain and enable China to project military power into 
the broader Pacifi c and Southeast Asia. Abandoning South Korea, meanwhile, 
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would mean excluding from the coalition one of the world’s largest and most 
advanced economies. It would also heavily expose Japan, the linchpin of the 
American defensive position in Asia. Washington should therefore want to re-
tain Taiwan, the Philippines, and South Korea in its defense perimeter if at all 
possible. The question is whether it can develop a military strategy for defend-
ing them that does not demand too much from Americans.

Washington must also determine whether it should be willing to extend its 
defense perimeter to include any of the other signifi cant states in the region, 
particularly Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Myanmar. 
As I will discuss later, this is important not only because of the power these 
growing economies would bring but because of their geography. US alliances 
in the Western Pacifi c trace the fi rst island chain from Japan through the Philip-
pines, hampering China’s ability to project military power by sea—except to 
the south, through the South China Sea. Consequently, the fi rst island chain 
states and the parts of Southeast Asia around the South China Sea are likely to 
be the locus of strategic competition between the US-led anti-hegemonic coali-
tion on one side and China and its pro-hegemonic affi liates on the other. This is 
where the struggle for the advantage in Asia is likely to be most hotly contested.

Other states in the region, such as New Zealand, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh, 
are less powerful and geographically remote from this locus of competition; 
their affi liation one way or the other is unlikely to make a major difference. Still 
others, especially those which fear one of the members of the anti-hegemonic 
coalition, appear to be moving into Beijing’s pro-hegemonic camp, particularly 
Cambodia, which worries about Vietnam, and Pakistan, which fears India.13

To conclude, then, the United States should lead in developing and sustaining 
an effective anti-hegemonic coalition that must be strong enough to prevail in a 
systemic regional war as well as be resilient to China’s focused and sequential 
strategy. This will require maintaining and possibly forming new alliances with 
important states in the region. The leading criterion for whether a state should 
be included in the US defense perimeter is its defensibility.

As I have noted, however, defensibility is not merely the sum of measure-
ments of national power. Rather, it is supremely a matter of strategy. How, and 
thus how well, the United States and others could defend vulnerable allies against 
China is a central factor in whether a given state is defensible. Before determin-
ing what America’s right defense perimeter is, then, we must fi rst determine the 
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best US strategy for defending vulnerable states against China in ways that cor-
relate the risks and costs Americans are willing and able to assume with the ben-
efi ts of such a defense. This will give us a clearer sense of the limits of what 
can be done. Once we know what can be defended, we will better know what 
should be.
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THE UNITED STATES’ ABILITY TO DENY China’s bid for regional hegemony rests 
on its ability to muster and sustain an anti-hegemonic coalition strong enough 
to outweigh the power of China and its coalition, particularly in a systemic re-
gional war. If such a coalition is to succeed, however, the United States must 
design and implement a defense strategy capable of effectively defending those 
coalition members bound to the United States by an alliance or quasi-alliance 
relationship from a Chinese effort to subordinate them. The victory mechanism 
of such a strategy is to provide enough confi dence in American protection to 
enough regional states that they believe they can safely affi liate with the anti-
hegemonic coalition, thereby making the coalition strong enough to prevent 
China from attaining regional predominance.

This is diffi cult to achieve, however, because a coalition consisting only of 
more secure states such as the United States, Japan, India, and Australia is un-
likely to be powerful enough to deny China’s bid for hegemony. Beijing would 
likely be able to assemble a stronger pro-hegemonic coalition from the rest of 
Asia through a combination of coercion, inducement, and outright force. An ef-
fective anti-hegemonic coalition must therefore include at least some nations 
that are more vulnerable to Chinese action, such as Taiwan, the Philippines, or 
Vietnam. If insuffi ciently protected, these states would be exposed to Beijing’s 
ability to draw them under its dominion, weakening the anti-hegemonic coali-
tion and eventually enabling China to establish hegemony over Asia.

The task before the United States, then, is to put into effect a defense strategy 
that enables the anti-hegemonic coalition to defend those nations without whose 
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participation the mission of denying China’s bid for regional hegemony will 
fail. This goal requires not only that such a strategy work in an abstract sense 
but that it can work at tolerable cost and risk to the coalition’s members—that 
is, in a manner that keeps the costs and risks of defending those vulnerable na-
tions proportional to the benefi ts the coalition members stand to gain from do-
ing so. This is especially critical for the United States, given its essential role as 
external cornerstone balancer. If a war with China is seen to bring costs and 
risks that exceed Americans’ tolerances, US policy-makers could fi nd them-
selves on the cusp or in the midst of a necessary war only to realize that the 
American public does not want to fi ght or to fi ght hard enough.

And because no country can be expected to engage in total war on another 
country’s behalf when its own vital interests are not immediately threatened, 
such a defense strategy must prepare the United States and its allies and part-
ners to fi ght and achieve their aims in a limited war against China.

Military Strategy in a Limited War

Critical to such preparation is adopting the right military strategy.
As defi ned earlier, a defense strategy is a way of employing, posturing, and 

developing military assets, forces, and relationships to attain a set of goals or 
requirements that are themselves derived from and designed to serve a set of 
broader political aims.1 A military strategy is a subcomponent of a defense 
strategy; it is specifi cally about how to fi ght a war. That is, it is about employ-
ing the military forces that the broader defense strategy has developed, trained, 
postured, and allied with to attain a nation’s objectives in an actual confl ict. 
Like the overall defense strategy, a nation’s military strategy cannot sensibly be 
divorced from its political circumstances and goals; rather, it, too, should serve 
and conform to political ends.

In light of this, the United States must fi nd a military strategy that enables it 
to defend vulnerable Asian allies within the anti-hegemonic coalition. Absent a 
credible ability to do so, the United States will be unable to raise and sustain a 
coalition capable of denying China’s bid for regional hegemony.

The fundamental problem facing the United States is that it has only so much 
power and resolve to use in pursuit of that objective. Given China’s strength 
and location in Asia, the United States cannot simply overwhelm it. The United 
States must therefore pay special attention to how to deploy American power 
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and resolve, especially given that they are interdependent. The more resolute 
Americans are, the more power they will be willing to allocate, and the more 
powerful the United States and its allies are, the more resolute they are likely to 
be in applying some fraction of it.

The right military strategy will therefore use America’s power and resolve 
favorably relative to China’s. This means identifying the most effective ways in 
which the United States can employ its military power while reducing Beijing’s 
ability to do the same. It also means fi nding ways in which the United States 
can use its power to bolster its own resolve while weakening China’s ability to 
do the same.

Military strategy, though elemental in all confl icts, is less important when 
one combatant is much more powerful than the other. In such confl icts, so long 
as both sides are reasonably resolute, the stronger side typically prevails. Sit-
ting Bull may have outsmarted George Custer at Little Bighorn, but the Ameri-
cans were ultimately far too powerful for the Sioux to withstand, no matter how 
effective their military strategy was. But when combatants are more evenly 
matched, how a side develops and employs its power can be the difference be-
tween victory and defeat. Napoleon was able to overrun multiple powerful foes 
through effective employment of France’s military forces. Germany was able to 
decisively defeat the Anglo-French forces in 1940 because its blitzkrieg was a 
better military strategy.2

Military strategy tends to be especially important in limited wars, in which 
the constraints on the use of force affect how much power a combatant brings 
to bear. These constraints can reduce or neutralize even great inequalities be-
tween combatants. The mighty United States sharply circumscribed the use of 
its military in Vietnam, for instance, making strategy far more relevant than if 
the United States had waged on North Vietnam and the Vietcong the total war 
it fought against imperial Japan. A similar dynamic has obtained for the United 
States in Afghanistan in this century.

The military balance in the Asian theater between the United States and 
China is highly competitive. Moreover, any war between the United States and 
China would, for reasons I will discuss later, almost certainly be limited. As a 
consequence, the outcome of such a war would very likely hinge on each side’s 
military strategy—in particular, on how the constraints of the limited war 
evolved and which side was better able to employ its power and resolve within 
those constraints. America’s success in Asia, and thus its interests in the world, 
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depend on its ability to design and execute the right military strategy for a 
limited war.

Thinking about Limited War

Many see limited war as a contradiction in terms. Yet the limitation of war is 
deeply rooted in human behavior and history. Fundamentally this is because, 
even with the passions a war brings forth, human societies in confl ict still have 
the strongest incentives to survive and preserve some of what they have, and thus 
to rationally correlate what they venture with what they can gain. In other words, 
while a state of war impels human beings to do things they might not otherwise 
do, it does not automatically transform human societies into clans of berserkers. 
The limitation of war is an expression of the desire or need to fi ght for something 
important but not truly existential without risking too much on the combat.

In the long period of civilized life before the advent of nuclear weapons, the 
vast majority of wars were limited.3 This was not least because of the diffi culty 
in the preindustrial era of mounting a war of total destruction; wars were often 
limited as much by incapacity as by choice. Industrialized warfare in the twen-
tieth century, however, permitted destruction on an unprecedented scale. And 
the advent of nuclear weapons introduced the ability to wreak annihilating 
damage on societies quickly, surely, and at a dramatically lower cost than with 
conventional weapons. These two factors radically altered states’ assessments 
about how readily wars could become total.

They also shifted expectations from a presumption that war would not be total 
to a concern that it very well might be—and quickly—especially in confl icts be-
tween nuclear-armed states. No longer were there material or technical barriers to 
imposing widespread destruction on an adversary’s home territory. A nuclear-
armed state now had a choice whether to impose that swift devastation—the “big 
stick in the closet” or “atomic queen” ready to be used.4 In the Cold War, the 
United States and to some extent the Soviet Union increasingly recognized that the 
limitation of war could not be assumed but had to be actively sought and shaped.

This same dynamic would be central in any Sino-US confl ict. The United 
States and China each possess survivable nuclear arsenals, meaning that each 
can infl ict the most grievous harm on the other no matter what the other side 
does.5 For each side, then, engaging in—or even seriously risking—a total war 
against the other would be tantamount to courting a most devastating response.
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For any state, the only good that might plausibly justify enduring such cata-
strophic suffering would be national survival itself. Yet America’s survival as a na-
tion would not be at issue in a systemic regional war with China, let alone a smaller 
war resulting from Beijing’s focused and sequential strategy. To make sense, there-
fore, any war the United States could plausibly contemplate against China would 
have to be limited; it would be utterly irrational and foolish to adopt an unrestrained 
approach to fi ghting China over stakes short of America’s national survival because 
doing so would invite damage well beyond what the stakes were worth.

For the United States, this rules out strategies of preventive war. This is im-
portant because even though preventive war sounds repugnant, it has a long his-
tory and can seem attractive for established powers dealing with rising ones. 
Indeed, preventing another state’s rise has been a fundamental driver of major 
war in the past. One of Germany’s primary reasons for plunging into war in the 
summer of 1914 was to confront and degrade Russian power before it became 
too great; Russia in 1914 was the rising power of Europe. American decision-
makers considered launching a preventive war against the Soviet Union early 
in the Cold War.6 Yet the steps that the United States would have to take to pre-
vent China’s further rise—dismemberment, occupation, even destruction—
would not only be exceptionally diffi cult and morally reprehensible but would 
unquestionably call forth a cataclysmic riposte.

But China, too, would also have the strongest possible incentives to limit any 
war it fought with the United States. National survival is not only the highest 
good for China but is of course the sine qua non for the attainment of all its 
other goals. Just as for the United States, then, the only scenario that could 
plausibly justify Beijing triggering a devastating American nuclear attack 
would be if China’s national survival were in jeopardy. So long as the United 
States refrains from pursuing China’s national destruction or collapse, then, Be-
ijing, too, would face the most potent incentives to avoid impelling the United 
States to resort to devastating nuclear use.7

In sum, both sides in any plausible confl ict between the United States and 
China would have the strongest possible incentive to keep a war limited. At the 
same time, however, it is still possible that such a war would become a contest 
of unfettered violence. It therefore is critical for the United States to actively 
plan and prepare to keep such a war limited.

Yet some might dismiss the case for preparing for limited war against China 
by arguing that there has never been a limited war between nuclear-armed great 
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powers, that such a war is an impossibility, or that it is too dangerous to con-
template. But even though nuclear-armed great powers have never fought a ma-
jor limited war, human nature, history, and logic all strongly suggest that the 
combatants would—and should—seek somehow to meaningfully limit any war 
between them. Moreover, the history of the Cold War testifi es that states seek-
ing to defend their interests under the threat of nuclear devastation can not only 
contemplate limited war but also plan for it. Fears of total war dominated the 
minds of US and Soviet leaders throughout the early years of the struggle, for 
instance, but as both sides’ nuclear arsenals grew more survivable and reliable, 
both camps grew progressively more focused on the potential for a limited war. 
Moreover, as they came to recognize that such a limited war could be enor-
mously consequential—it might, for instance, have determined the fate of 
Western Europe—both sides devoted serious attention to ways of limiting war 
on terms favorable to themselves.8

Thinking about limited war may even be more important today because the 
likelihood that war between the United States and China would remain limited 
is probably higher than it was between the Western Alliance and the Soviet 
Bloc. This is due, fi rst, to the perceived stakes. Throughout the Cold War but 
especially in its earlier years, the stakes in a US-Soviet war appeared to be 
total—hence the often-heard, if impolitic, refrain, “Better dead than red.” And 
because apocalypse seemed a plausible outcome of any US-Soviet war—even, 
to many, the probable outcome—both sides felt compelled to avoid anything 
that might meaningfully risk it, including a limited war.

That is not say fear of total war produced stasis. Indeed, the United States 
and Soviet Union both conducted brinkmanship under the nuclear shadow dur-
ing the Cold War. But both parties limited how far they went because an apoca-
lyptic war seemed a highly credible result if war broke out.9 Compared with the 
prospect of losing everything to Soviet Communism, the American stakes in 
preventing China’s hegemony in Asia may not seem so high. Few are likely to 
countenance a cataclysmic war over it. As a result, strategies of uncontrolled 
warfare are even less appealing or credible in today’s Sino-American competi-
tion than they were in the Cold War. This makes limited war more plausible, 
which in turn makes limited war strategies more necessary.

Second, during the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union 
relied heavily on nuclear forces. They deployed thousands of nuclear weapons, 
including with their forward forces in Europe. The United States, for example, 
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so thoroughly integrated nuclear weapons into its tactical aviation and naval 
forces during the early Cold War that it was essentially incapable of defending 
Taiwan with conventional weapons during the Taiwan Strait Crises of the 
1950s.10 Consequently, a war between the blocs, particularly in Europe, seemed 
very diffi cult, if not impossible, to prevent from escalating into a total thermo-
nuclear exchange.

But nuclear weapons play a much less prominent role in the Sino-US compe-
tition today. Although both the United States and China possess survivable nu-
clear forces, neither relies on them for their military operations to anywhere 
near the degree that the United States and Soviet Union did for much of the 
Cold War. This means that it is more plausible for a war between the United 
States and China to remain short of a large-scale nuclear exchange.

These apparently soothing realities may, however, actually make brinkman-
ship, crisis, and war between the United States and China more likely. The 
sense that the stakes might be lower in Sino-American relations than they were 
between the Cold War superpowers may cause leaders to discount the potential 
for catastrophic escalation if they do go to war, thereby increasing their propen-
sity to countenance risking or entering a confl ict. Likewise, the fact that nuclear 
weapons are less central to the sides’ force postures makes a conventional or 
limited nuclear war more feasible. However distasteful it might be, then, the 
United States will have to prepare for such a confl ict in order to effectively de-
ter or, if necessary, attain its objectives in one.

How Nations Limit Wars

The task for the United States, then, is to fi gure out how to prepare to fi ght 
and achieve its objectives in a limited war with China arising from Beijing’s at-
tempt to apply its focused and sequential strategy against a US ally in Asia. This 
requires a clear understanding of how exactly a war can be limited.

A limited war is fundamentally about rules. It may be thought of as a war in 
which the combatants establish, recognize, and agree to rules within and re-
garding the ends of the confl ict and acknowledge or seek to have acknowledged 
that transgressing those rules will constitute an escalation that is likely to incur 
retaliation or counterescalation.11

Rules governing combatants’ behavior in a limited war can take two forms. 
The fi rst is limitations on the means employed. These limitations are akin to the 
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rules in wrestling, in which the combatants hurt and try to dominate the other, 
but scratching and punching are barred. In the military context, the means re-
stricted refer not just to the weapons deployed but also to how they are used. 
For instance, one or more combatants might seek to limit the geographic scope 
of military operations by designating certain areas off-limits. They might des-
ignate certain types of targets off-limits as well, such as national leadership, po-
litical symbols, civilian populations, critical infrastructure, or forces that are 
not directly involved in the confl ict. Combatants may likewise seek to restrict 
the pace, intensity, or other aspects of force employment. Means can also go be-
yond strictly military instruments of war. For instance, combatants may seek to 
restrain provocative rhetoric or the use of economic or other nonmilitary forms 
of national power.

The second form of rule in a limited war constrains the ends sought by the 
combatants. These limitations might involve not seeking to overthrow an ene-
my’s government, dismember its territory, disarm its military, compel it to pay 
war reparations, or otherwise confi scate its valued possessions. Such limita-
tions might also include more symbolic aspects; one or both sides might not de-
mand that the adversary make a formal surrender, issue an admission of guilt, 
or undertake other humiliating actions.

Restrictions on the ends sought during a war matter because, in the simplest 
terms, a limited war must leave the defeated with something, or else the losing 
side will have little reason to end the confl ict.12 The adversary must see itself as 
better off settling than continuing to fi ght; a nation is much less likely to agree 
to end a war if it believes its adversary is intent on overthrowing its govern-
ment, annexing a large chunk of its territory, or threatening its very existence. 
In such circumstances, even a battered nation might judge that continuing to 
fi ght is better than conceding. Germany, for instance, faced near-certain defeat 
by 1944, but it fought on until it was wholly defeated because Hitler and his 
government saw no compelling reason to capitulate.13

Rules in a war can arise directly, through the efforts of the combatants them-
selves or from external sources, and they can arise either before or during a con-
fl ict. Combatants can set explicit rules by, for example, privately or publicly 
communicating to an adversary that a particular area or target is off-limits, as 
the United States announced constraints on its bombing campaign against 
North Vietnam.14 Combatants can also set rules implicitly, for example, by for-
bearing certain action when one’s preferred rules are observed and carrying out 
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those actions when they are violated. During the Korean War, the United States 
limited its airstrikes north of the Yalu River while Beijing, for similar reasons, 
limited its use of airpower by not targeting US forces at sea and in Japan. The 
two sides carefully watched and calibrated these limitations, as did the Soviet 
Union—but they were never formally agreed to.15

Combatants need not, however, set the rules themselves. The formal laws of 
war that bind compliant states are the product of a long history involving mul-
tiple states. Third parties can also set rules for confl icts more directly. During 
the Korean War, the United States considered using nuclear weapons but ulti-
mately decided against it, in substantial part because of international opposi-
tion, including a forceful intervention by British prime minister Clement 
Attlee.16 A similar dynamic played out during the Vietnam War, as US consid-
erations of expanding the war and intensifying bombing against the North were 
constrained by concerns about strong international blowback.17

Regardless of who sets them, the rules in a limited war do not enforce them-
selves, and their enforcement cannot be assumed. Action—or the credible threat 
of it—is required on the part of the combatants or third parties to ensure that a 
particular set of rules will be observed. Such rules are effective only when those 
intent on seeing them upheld can convince one or more of the combatants that 
the costs or risks of violating those rules will be too high to justify doing so.

This is an especially pointed problem in a war between two exceptionally 
powerful states such as the United States and China. There is no omnipotent um-
pire standing above these states able to adjudicate the application of the rules in 
a war between them. This makes enforcement both critical and especially knotty, 
not least because the rules limiting a war can change as the confl ict evolves.

Indeed, any rule governing the means employed or ends sought in a war is 
subject to modifi cation during the war. A combatant might violate a rule, for in-
stance, if it realizes that doing so will help its cause enough to justify absorbing 
the other side’s retaliation. Or it might seek to change a rule if it determines that 
observing that rule in its original formulation is no longer in its interests. Com-
batants may also create rules in response to emergent circumstances or updated 
strategic evaluations. The United States and North Vietnam, for example, both 
adjusted the bounds of the war in Indochina as the confl ict evolved. The United 
States for many years heavily restricted its and Saigon’s activities in Cambodia, 
but the two allies conducted a major intervention into that country in 1970 
when they judged it suffi ciently benefi cial to do so. Hanoi, meanwhile, initially 
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observed the dictates of the Paris Peace Agreement but determined it was worth 
the risk to launch the major invasion of the south in late 1974 that led to the Re-
public of Vietnam’s downfall.18

Last, the rules in a limited war need not be symmetrical. One side could 
agree not to attack certain things or seek lesser war aims without expecting rec-
iprocity. That said, the more generalizable and readily explicable a formula is, 
the more likely it is to be respected, especially between combatants of compa-
rable power. Formulas for limitation that seem highly individualized are more 
likely to be seen as discriminatory and thus less likely to receive either the op-
ponent’s consent or important third-party support.19 The potential for asymme-
try only underscores the value of identifying and enforcing an advantageous set 
of rules.

How a war will be limited, then, is not fi xed. The rules are inherently malle-
able and subject to infl uence by both sides and by third parties. War limitation 
is thus itself a product of negotiation, a matter, in Thomas Schelling’s famous 
formulation, of violent bargaining.20 The process of war limitation therefore 
provides latitude—often great latitude—for establishing and amending its for-
mulas for constraint. It thus opens the fi eld for the deliberate shaping and ex-
ploitation of these formulas for one’s purposes. This makes the rules of a limited 
war a front of their own.

The Battle for Advantageous Rules

Determining how a war will be limited—and how well prepared one is to ex-
ploit those limitations—may therefore very well determine the war’s outcome. 
Wars are resolved by how much of what the combatants have they are willing 
to apply to and lose in the struggle, how they employ what they are prepared to 
dedicate, and the bounds they are prepared to establish or accept—and how 
these factors interact with the same on the part of the adversary. Hence wars can 
be won by the weaker side, even the much weaker side, as in the cases of the 
American rebels against the British Empire, the Vietcong against the United 
States, or the Afghan mujahideen against the Soviets.21

But this dynamic is especially important in the Sino-American context be-
cause the power balance between the United States and China is not lopsided 
but highly competitive, especially in Asia. How constraints would limit the two 
combatants in a war would be highly signifi cant in determining the result. How 
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well the military strategy of the United States and its allies and partners exploits 
those constraints to achieve advantages in a confl ict would therefore be critical, 
and possibly decisive.

These considerations are important in shaping American, Chinese, and other 
states’ behavior not only in war but also in peacetime. As discussed earlier, 
states do not assess how the “imagined wars” that shape international politics 
would unfold through simple comparison of potential combatants’ GDPs or 
their abstracted level of resolve over a potential controversy. Rather, states 
evaluate how such imagined wars would be resolved by judging how the two 
sides’ strategies for using their power and resolve would fare against each other 
within the likely rules that would confi ne such a war.

Effectiveness at limited war, then, is equivalent to strategic advantage in war 
and peace—and vice versa. Thus, the side that prepares itself in accord with the 
better strategy for limited war will have an advantage, quite possibly a decisive 
one. That is because, although a limited war is by defi nition limited, it is also by 
defi nition a war. The fact of being limited does not mean that the war will end in 
a draw; limitation does not preclude one side coming out better than the other. 
That the war is limited means that one or both sides want to limit the damage 
they incur; that there is a war at all, however, means that they are willing to fi ght 
and take risk to gain or protect something. Thus a limited war remains a contest 
for, if not total victory—since a limited war means that objectives must be more 
modest—then at least for one side to achieve its aims more fully. Within the po-
tentially fragile and elastic confi nes of a limited war, then, both sides can and in-
deed likely must fi ght, coerce, jockey, and bluff to gain advantage.

Prevailing in Limited War

For the United States and any engaged allies and partners to prevail in a lim-
ited war with China, three conditions must be met: (1) the war must remain lim-
ited in both means and ends; (2) the United States must be able to achieve its 
political ends by operating within those limitations; and (3) Beijing must agree 
to de-escalate or end the confl ict on terms acceptable to the United States.

Crucially, then, America’s prevailing in a limited war with China does not 
mean a full defeat of China. Rather, as I will discuss in later chapters, it means 
that the United States achieves its political objectives through a constrained war.



M I L I T A R Y  S T R A T E G Y  I N  L I M I T E D  W A R S90

The United States will prevail in this sense so long as it does better than China 
within the set of rules that govern the war. The rub is that, between such capable 
opponents, each side has the option of escalating in response to the other’s at-
tempt to impose rules that put it at a disadvantage. In other words, if a side that is 
losing within one set of rules believes that a different rule set would give it an ad-
vantage, it has a very powerful incentive to try to change the rules to that rule set.

Prevailing in a limited war therefore requires not only superior performance 
within a given set of rules but persuading the other side not to continue the con-
fl ict or escalate and instead to accept a limited but meaningful defeat. Since nei-
ther the United States nor China would be able simply to impose its will on the 
other, succeeding in such a limited war ultimately requires convincing the ad-
versary that the costs and risks of continuing to fi ght or of escalating the war 
would outweigh the benefi ts.

Limited wars end when both parties—particularly the loser—fi nd settlement 
less distasteful than continuing to fi ght. Because the war is limited, both sides 
must come away with something. But because it is a war, what they come away 
with need not be equal. Fundamentally, then, a side will choose to settle—to 
lose—if it regards the alternatives as worse. That choice does not mean that the 
losing side is incapable of continuing or escalating, only that the loser does not 
think that persisting or escalating out of its defeat within the existing rule set, or 
escalating to try to fi nd a new, more advantageous rule set, promises enough gains 
to outweigh the prospective costs and risks. These costs can include outright phys-
ical damage to its military or other valued things, as well as the toll on its reputa-
tion, political instability, and other, softer costs and risks. The more painful and 
more likely a combatant anticipates these costs will be, the more likely it will 
judge the risk of triggering them too great to continue fi ghting or escalating.

Thus the winning combatant in a limited war is the side able to employ a mil-
itary strategy to achieve a decisive advantage relevant to the attainment of its po-
litical objectives within a given rule set and is then able to persuade the adversary 
that continuing or trying to escalate further is too costly or risky for the prospec-
tive gains. The loser is the one that fails within the rules observed and cannot fi nd 
a suffi ciently palatable way to exploit or change the rules to its advantage.

The Burden of Escalation

For a capable combatant, the alternative to a limited defeat within a given set 
of rules is to try to escalate its way out of failure. Escalating out of a failing bid 
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is not unique to warfare. In any bargaining interaction between suffi ciently 
powerful parties, a side that is unsatisfi ed can raise the pressure on the other 
side to come to its terms. At an auction, one can escalate by outbidding a rival; 
when buying a car, one can do so by threatening to go to another dealer. A state 
at war can escalate by intensifying or expanding its use of force.

Escalation does not take place in a vacuum, though. It is always easier or 
harder, safer or riskier, depending on what the other party can and is willing to 
do. In an everyday negotiation, a lowball offer can be met by the counterparty 
with a calm willingness to continue bargaining—or by walking away. If the fi rst 
side thinks that the counterparty will react by calmly continuing to negotiate, 
the burden of lowballing is light and there is little risk in trying. But if the fi rst 
side thinks that the counterparty may react negatively, breaking off negotiations 
and leading others to be disinclined to do business with the fi rst party, then the 
risk of escalation is heavier, and the fi rst side will be much more cautious about 
trying a lowball offer.

Accordingly, in any bargaining scenario, the winning side is the one who can 
make further escalation by the other side so costly and risky that the other side 
would rather accept defeat than up the ante. We can call these costs and risks 
the burden of escalation. The heavier this burden, the less likely one is to esca-
late. In the military context, then, for a side to prevail in a limited war, it must 
persuade its opponent that the opponent cannot win within the existing rule set 
and that the burden of escalation associated with trying to move the confl ict to 
a more favorable rule set is too heavy to bear.

This requires, of course, that the winning side prevail within the existing rule 
set. Doing so is not diffi cult when one side is vastly stronger than the other and 
can use its advantage within the given rule set. For instance, in the First Gulf 
War, the United States and its coalition partners could readily identify and ex-
ploit such a rule set, expelling Iraq from Kuwait and presenting Baghdad with 
the choice of accepting its expulsion or risking occupation or unseating of the 
government. Iraq could not stop the coalition’s recapture of Kuwait, and al-
though it had options to hurt coalition members, such as by launching Scud 
missiles, these could not change the fundamental dynamic and, carried too far, 
risked bringing American and allied military power more fully down upon Iraq 
itself.

Prevailing is considerably tougher, however, when a combatant is better posi-
tioned to prevent its opponent—even a stronger opponent—from achieving its 
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objectives within a given set of rules. During the Vietnam War, for instance, the 
United States was orders of magnitude more powerful than North Vietnam, but 
the Communists north and south were far better positioned to contest America’s 
ability to defend the Republic of Vietnam than Iraq was to hold Kuwait. At the 
same time, domestic and international opposition, among other factors, limited 
the lengths to which Washington was prepared to go to support South Vietnam. 
Even though the United States had some success suppressing the Vietcong insur-
gency, eventually expanded the war to Cambodia and Laos, and launched fi erce 
bombing campaigns against North Vietnam, the Communists were ultimately 
able to endure and escalate in ways that the United States was unwilling to match.

Competitions in Resolve

This problem is most acute in a more evenly matched contest, such as a war 
between the United States and China would be. The United States would not 
only have to defeat China within a given rule set but would have to persuade 
China, a nation with plenty of options for escalating, to instead agree to war ter-
mination on terms favorable to the United States. How could the United States 
persuade Beijing to concede, especially in a war that impinged on interests 
China might consider vital?

This question is particularly pointed when a powerful losing side like China 
might appear to care more than the United States about the stakes at issue, for 
instance, Taiwan. China might be willing to bear much more suffering and risk 
to achieve its goals, and even if it were defeated within a given rule set, it might 
prefer to escalate to a more favorable rule set despite the attendant risks.

This quandary is especially salient when survivable nuclear arsenals over-
hang the contest. In such circumstances, a side losing within a given rule set can 
always resort to nuclear employment in a bid for escalation advantage. At that 
point, if the other side is resolute enough to respond with nuclear strikes of its 
own, the confl ict would tend toward becoming a pure contest of who can better 
and longer bear the pain each can infl ict on the other. Thus, if taken to its logi-
cal extreme where the parties cannot stop each other from infl icting great pain 
on the other, such a war would tend to become a pure contest of resolve—a bat-
tle of knife cuts and ultimately sharp and deep stabs.22

At fi rst glance, this would seem to mean that the side with more resolve 
would always win such a contest. Taken to the extreme, if one side is more will-
ing to risk large-scale nuclear escalation, then it should have a decisive bargain-
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ing advantage. If one party is willing to countenance everybody losing out 
while the other is not, it might appear to have a determinative bargaining edge.

But this is not necessarily true. That a side is more resolute over a given issue 
does not mean that it is actually prepared to commit suicide over it, even if it 
wants the other side to think so. It is one thing to threaten suicide and another 
thing to mean it, let alone follow through. China, for instance, may care more 
about the disposition of Taiwan than the United States does, and Beijing cer-
tainly benefi ts if Washington believes that China would pull down the temple 
over its head rather than accept a limited loss over Taiwan. But China is exceed-
ingly unlikely to invite its own destruction, given that this would mean the loss 
of everything it values—and the United States can see that.

Further, in war as much as in peace, a nation’s resolve can change, especially 
as the population’s perception of what is at stake changes. Beijing might at fi rst 
appear more willing than the United States to tolerate nuclear escalation in a 
confl ict over Taiwan, but whether that remained the case would depend heavily 
on how such a war unfolded and what appeared to be at issue. A state’s willing-
ness to suffer in a confl ict depends not only on the reasons why the sides began 
fi ghting or bargaining—and thus not on abstracted, isolated questions of re-
solve over a given issue—but also on factors that can emerge during a confl ict 
and may even overshadow the original controversy. Accordingly, a state’s will-
ingness to suffer and risk in pursuit of an objective depends heavily on how a 
war evolves.

The factors affecting a nation’s resolve include its understanding of its adver-
sary’s intentions and ambitions, its beliefs about the adversary’s openness to 
de-escalation and conciliation, its assessment of its adversary’s strength and re-
solve, how much that nation has already suffered, and political opinion at home 
and abroad. These and other elements inform an instrumental calculation of 
whether further fi ghting or escalation would be profi table. Moreover, to the 
degree that nations go to war and fi ght not only based on strategic calculation 
but also for reasons of honor, prestige, and vengeance, these factors can also 
bear heavily on a nation’s resolve to fi ght. During the Second World War, for 
instance, few Americans could detail the actual disputes that led to the outbreak 
of war with Japan. But all remembered Pearl Harbor, the Bataan Death March, 
and the behavior of Japanese forces on their rampage through the Asia-Pacifi c, 
and it was those events that really hardened Americans’ resolve to fi ght and ul-
timately dominate Japan in the Pacifi c theater, despite the fearsome costs.23
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Moreover—and critically—many of the factors affecting a nation’s resolve 
to fi ght can be deliberately shaped. A state can induce its adversary to act in 
ways that strengthen its own commitment, thus mitigating or even neutralizing 
its adversary’s original advantage in resolve. A nation can also behave in ways 
that undermine its adversary’s resolve, even in situations in which the adver-
sary originally seemed more committed to fi ght. In other words, actions taken 
before or during a confl ict can affect both combatants’ will to fi ght and prevail. 
Abraham Lincoln maneuvered such that it was the South that at Fort Sumter 
fi red the fi rst shot, catalyzing northern resolve to a degree that would almost 
certainly not have been the case if the North had taken the fi rst violent step.24 
This means that each side can take actions that increase its own resolve and di-
minish its adversary’s.

For the United States and any engaged allies and partners, this would entail 
causing China to act in a manner that validates the perception of Beijing as a 
grave threat not just to the state it is currently targeting but to other members as 
well. Although it would be patently irrational for the coalition, including the 
United States as the external cornerstone balancer, to suffer the grave damage 
of a major war, let alone nuclear attack, just for the sake of a single vulnerable 
ally, its members could countenance such loss and risk if China had demon-
strated that it posed a severe threat to their vital interests and that the best way 
to head off the threat was to defend the vulnerable state.

The upshot is that a limited war is not determined by two fi xed, abstracted 
levels of resolve engaged in a brinkmanship competition. Rather, the two sides’ 
will to fi ght evolves through the contest, and their respective abilities to infl u-
ence each other’s resolve also changes as the war progresses. Thus, how the 
war resolves is as much about how the fi ght unfolds and what it impels each 
side to do as it is about how much each side originally cared about the issue that 
prompted the war in the fi rst place.

Passing the Burden of Escalation

This is why the burden of escalation is so important in a contest between two 
powerful nations like the United States and China. Because each is armed with 
survivable nuclear forces, neither can truly take away the other side’s ability to 
escalate. Therefore resolve is crucial. Ultimately each nation decides whether it 
will escalate or not. But the more unpalatable the path of escalation can be 
made to appear, the more it will tax the resolve of the combatant considering 
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whether to escalate, and thus the less likely that combatant will be to choose 
that course. The United States did not want to abandon South Vietnam, but it 
fi nally determined that escalating to prevent Saigon’s fall would be too costly 
relative to the stakes at hand and that, even though withdrawal would be embar-
rassing, it would also be tolerable. In the 1980s, the Soviet Union could have 
tried to escalate its way out of its losing war in Afghanistan; yet Moscow ulti-
mately concluded that doing so would be both diffi cult and prohibitively costly 
and thus less tolerable than a painful retreat.

A combatant can weigh down its opponent’s burden of escalation in two ba-
sic ways. First, it can simply deny or degrade the opponent’s ability to escalate 
effectively. For instance, even if neither side can realistically preempt the oth-
er’s nuclear forces before they can be used, that does not mean that both sides 
have equally good options for incremental escalation below the apocalyptic 
level. This is crucial because, for any interest below the existential, states will 
not want to be left with the choice between “suicide and surrender.”25 A state 
that can escalate only to the level of mutual thermonuclear cataclysm has little 
leverage, since the other side is unlikely to believe that it will commit suicide 
over anything short of a truly existential interest. Thus the side that can reduce 
the other’s ability to escalate incrementally gains a major advantage.

Second, a combatant can cause its adversary to escalate in ways that catalyze 
the former’s own resolve. This was what Lincoln did with Fort Sumter. On the 
other side of the coin, Japan launched a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor and 
massacred civilians and prisoners in a rampage across Asia; these actions con-
tributed greatly to the United States’ willingness to enter the war and prosecute 
it with great resolution. If Japan had attacked only the European colonial pos-
sessions in Asia and conducted itself in keeping with civilized norms of mili-
tary behavior, the American people might not have supported the kind of war 
needed to defeat it.

Resolve over what initially seemed the stakes at issue can only do so much 
against these two measures. One side may be more resolute about the contro-
versy in some detached or abstract sense. But this will not gain the side very 
much if the only way that it can try to vindicate its interests is either to unleash 
a full nuclear war that results in its own as well as its adversary’s destruction or 
to make the confl ict about something more than those initial stakes and thus 
catalyze its adversary’s will to fi ght. Japan surely cared more about its own po-
litical independence before the Second World War than Americans did, but by 
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1945 Americans’ resolve had become so hardened by the Japanese conduct of 
the war that the United States was willing to insist on unconditional surrender 
from Japan, despite the fearsome costs Americans bore to impose it.26

Wars are almost always limited, then, and any war between the United States 
and any participating members of the anti-hegemonic coalition and China 
would almost certainly be limited. In a limited war between two nuclear-armed 
states of roughly comparable power, the upper hand will go to the combatant 
best able to limit the confl ict using rules within which it can gain a meaningful 
advantage, exploit those boundaries to achieve its objectives, and place its op-
ponent in a situation from which escalation out of defeat will seem prohibi-
tively costly or risky. Thus, how well prepared and suited the United States and 
the anti-hegemonic coalition are to frame and fi ght such a war will be crucial, 
not only in determining which side would prevail in a war, but also in the peace-
time political infl uence that will derive from judgments as to how such a war 
would resolve.

The United States and the anti-hegemonic coalition therefore need to be able 
to frame and fi ght a limited war against China over interests that are important 
but still partial. They must employ a military strategy that enables them to fi ght 
such a war more effectively than Beijing and place China in a situation in which 
settlement appears less distasteful than continuing to fi ght or escalating further. 
This means limiting the scope and violence of the war suffi ciently to correlate 
it to the interests at stake while inducing China to bear the burden of escalation.



97

THE WARS THAT WOULD ACTUALLY TAKE place between China and the United 
States and the anti-hegemonic coalition, or as imagined wars shape states’ choices 
and behavior, would almost certainly be limited, because both sides would have 
the most powerful interests in keeping them so. The nature of those limits would, 
though, be subject to manipulation by both sides, meaning that each side’s mili-
tary strategy would be crucial in determining which side prevailed.

What military strategy would best enable the United States and its allies and 
partners to deny China’s efforts to undermine the anti-hegemonic coalition? 
The answer depends fi rst on our understanding the strategies that would best 
enable Beijing to achieve its strategic objectives.1

Why It Is Important to Understand 
China’s Best Military Strategies

From both geostrategic and military vantage points, US interests in the Asian 
theater are fundamentally defensive. The United States has no inherent interest 
in harming China or in imposing its own hegemony over the region. US goals 
are limited to preventing Beijing from achieving regional hegemony, since this 
would imperil America’s critical interests. In other words, the United States 
seeks to establish and hold a line behind which enough states can gather to out-
weigh China and whatever confederates it might rally to help Beijing achieve 
hegemony in Asia. Once that balance has been achieved, America’s priority 
will be to maintain it.

 6

The Importance of Focusing on an 

Opponent’s Best Strategies
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As America pursues these objectives, however, China will remain an inde-
pendent actor with an exceptional degree of power. Beijing therefore has a crit-
ical vote in how any geopolitical interaction—and ultimately any war—with 
the United States unfolds. It is up to China what to do with the US defensive 
line. Beijing can accept it or challenge it, and it can challenge it here or there, 
in this way or that. This leaves China much leeway in shaping how the United 
States will react. Any American strategy must therefore be resistant and resil-
ient to China’s efforts. Ignoring what China will or could do is tantamount to 
hoping for the best against a state of immense power—an unwise course.

To adopt an effective military strategy, then, the United States must develop 
some estimation of how China might act. This is especially important because 
the power and resolve available to the United States and its allies and partners 
for defending against China’s bid for regional hegemony are at a premium. 
Against a powerful aspirant like China, those resources are likely to be scarce 
at the margin because of the closeness of the balance of power.

This scarcity matters because different military strategies work better in dif-
ferent situations and against different opposing strategies. One side may be 
stronger militarily, for instance, but if it disperses its forces along a long defen-
sive line, it may be defeated by an opponent that concentrates its forces and 
rolls up the defender’s scattered units. On the other hand, a state that holds its 
forces back may fail to mount a timely defense against an enemy incursion, al-
lowing the adversary to harden its gains and establish a strong defensive posi-
tion. An actor is best positioned if it has a sense of what military strategies the 
other side might pursue and then allocates its own scarce resources as effi -
ciently as possible to counteract them.

The Trouble with Predicting How an Opponent Will Act

Anticipating how China will behave is, however, an inherently imperfect and 
uncertain task. Human beings have diffi culty predicting how they themselves 
will behave; forecasting what others will do is all the harder. Even when human 
decisions proceed largely from cost-benefi t rationality, it can be diffi cult to an-
ticipate how circumstances will evolve and how actors will assess the balance 
of costs and benefi ts. And human decisions are infl uenced by emotion and sen-
timent, which are even harder to anticipate.

State decision-making, though generally more deliberate and rationalistic 
than that of individuals, has its own eccentricities, such as bureaucratic and or-
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ganizational dynamics. There is still debate, for instance, about why some of 
history’s most studied and important decisions went as they did, such as those 
leading to the First World War and Washington’s and Moscow’s during the Cu-
ban Missile Crisis.2 Other choices remain puzzling, if not baffl ing, such as Ja-
pan’s decision to attack the United States in December 1941 and Germany’s 
decision to follow suit and declare war on the United States.3 If we have such 
trouble explaining why states behaved as they did in the past, how can we hope 
to predict what they will do in the future?

Beyond this is another diffi culty: it is diffi cult to gain material information 
when others seek to protect it, and it is rare to have grounds to be entirely sure 
that the information gleaned is valid. For instance, the Central Intelligence 
Agency’s operations against the Soviet Bloc were infamously tied in knots in 
the later 1960s by doubts over whether the revelations of KGB defector Yuri 
Nosenko were genuine; debate about whether Nosenko was a genuine defector 
or a Soviet plant continues to this day.4 Such uncertainties are especially acute 
in the case of military and sensitive political information, which is what is at is-
sue here. Such information is usually closely guarded, and China is even more 
secretive than most major powers in part due to the particular characteristics of 
the Chinese Communist Party, which places a special priority on secrecy, de-
ception, and other ways to frustrate foreigners’—especially Americans’—abil-
ity to understand what it is planning.5

Further still, states are adaptive. If a state fears that important information 
has been compromised, it may change course, rendering formerly accurate in-
formation invalid. Take, for example, the Mechelen incident in early 1940, in 
which the Belgians famously came upon Germany’s original, more conven-
tional plan to invade the West. The compromise of this plan ultimately helped 
lead the Germans to adopt the daring—and tremendously successful—Man-
stein Plan, focusing their attack through the Ardennes Forest.6 But even this 
kind of discovery does not always have straightforward results. Robert E. Lee’s 
detailed battle plan for invading the North fell into the hands of the Federal 
Army in 1862, yet Generals George McClellan and Henry Halleck feared that 
the captured document was a ruse and failed to capitalize fully on their advance 
knowledge. Likewise, even though the Soviet Union came into possession of 
the actual Fall Blau plans for Germany’s 1942 Eastern Front offensive, the So-
viet leadership ignored the fi nd, believing it to be a trick. They remained con-
vinced that, contrary to what the plan said, Germany would continue its advance 
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on Moscow rather than shift its attention to the south—which is where the Ger-
mans actually did allocate their main effort that year.7

This is why markets put such high prices on credible, material information 
about how others will behave—it is scarce and often fl eeting, and even more so 
in a war. As Clausewitz put it, “Many intelligence reports in war are contradic-
tory; even more are false, and most are uncertain.” He thus defi ned war as “the 
realm of uncertainty.”8 Accordingly, any concrete and detailed assessment of 
China’s military strategy will almost certainly be highly qualifi ed and fi lled 
with caveats. Empirical information allows the United States only to see as 
through a glass, darkly.

Dealing with Strategic Uncertainty

Fortunately for the United States, achieving its geopolitical aims does not re-
quire perfect or even very precise information to deter and, if necessary, prevail 
over China to the degree needed. The United States’ core concern is not to fully 
understand China or predict its every move—it is to keep Beijing from doing 
things that run contrary to important American interests. Washington’s core in-
terest is thus fundamentally defensive: it wants to deny any other state hegem-
ony over a key region of the world. America’s concern, in essence, is whether 
China jeopardizes this interest. The United States thus needs to understand 
China only to the degree required to serve this goal. While deeper and broader 
understanding of Chinese thinking can help—as long as it does not create false 
confi dence or expectations that only on such basis can effective action be 
taken—it is not necessary.

Indeed, the United States could satisfy this interest with a modest under-
standing of China’s intentions and military strategic planning. States never 
have perfect—and rarely even very good—information about their rivals’ de-
tailed plans. Yet effective deterrence and defense are common. During the Cold 
War, the United States was routinely perplexed, when not wholly in the dark, 
about the plans and activities of the Soviet leadership, military, and intelligence 
apparatus, but the Soviet Union never mounted an assault or large-scale coer-
cion against NATO. In fact, it appears that the Soviet Union had a considerably 
better intelligence picture of the West than the other way around, yet the West 
eventually prevailed in their long struggle.9

The United States was able to protect Western Europe in the Cold War 
despite this uncertainty because it could account for that uncertainty while 



F O C U S I N G  O N  A N  O P P O N E N T ’ S  B E S T  S T R A T E G I E S 101

still guarding its interests. Homeowners can buy insurance, and investors 
and gamblers can spread their bets. States, meanwhile, can design and develop 
military forces and postures, alliances, and economic arrangements to deal 
with uncertainty. This is not to laud ignorance; the less one knows, the higher 
the premium one will to have to pay or the wider one’s spread will have to 
be. It is only to say that uncertainty and a degree of ignorance are not fatal 
for military strategy. They are a part of what a strategy must be designed to 
deal with.

Focus on the Adversary’s Best Military Strategies

A state like the United States should deal with this inherent uncertainty about 
what China will do by identifying China’s best military strategies and planning 
its defense around them.

What does it mean to say that a military strategy is better than another, 
though? And how does one identify what such strategies are? The United States’ 
fundamental concern is that China could attain regional predominance by ag-
glomerating more power than the anti-hegemonic coalition could array against 
it. The best military strategies for China are, therefore, those that most effec-
tively advance its progress toward this goal of regional hegemony. These are 
what the United States should focus on.

We can qualify the best in best strategies by two factors. First, it describes 
strategies that would rationally advance China’s interests—meaning that they 
would result in gains that outweigh the costs. Second, they would advance 
China toward its goal of regional hegemony. These factors defi ne the set of 
strategies that should occupy American and coalition strategists. The fi rst fo-
cuses them on the strategies that could actually pay off for Beijing. The second 
narrows their attention to strategies that matter to the United States’ core aim of 
preventing another state from achieving predominance in any region.

If regional hegemony is indeed its goal, China must become stronger than the 
United States and its partners in the region, meaning that it must be able to de-
feat them in a systemic regional war. To do so, Beijing must prevent the forma-
tion of, hollow out, or break apart any coalition designed to frustrate its bid for 
regional hegemony. This means that, as far as the United States is concerned, 
China’s best military strategies are those that, consistent with the focused and 
sequential strategy, defeat the anti-hegemonic coalition or prevent it from form-
ing, consolidating, or holding together.



F O C U S I N G  O N  A N  O P P O N E N T ’ S  B E S T  S T R A T E G I E S102

Alternative Models for Strategy

Many argue, though, that it is not actually prudent to focus on China’s best 
military strategies and that it is more appropriately humble and wise for Amer-
ican planners to concede that they cannot know the future. They should, in this 
view, be as ready as possible for anything that might come. Others contend that 
the United States should look to the most likely strategies an opponent might 
pursue. A third camp argues that the United States should concentrate on those 
approaches a state like China could employ that would be most destructive.

Before unpacking China’s best military strategies, then, we need fi rst to look 
at these alternative ways of conceiving the challenge China poses to the anti-
hegemonic coalition. This is especially important because these alternative ap-
proaches have implications for how the United States and its allies and partners 
should allocate their resources and efforts that are dramatically different from 
the approach I advocate.

Preparing for Any Eventuality

The fi rst camp argues that we simply cannot know the future, and thus the 
United States must be equally prepared for any eventuality. This approach 
would lead military planners to distribute resources as evenly as possible; be-
cause one does not know the future, one must spread one’s bets widely.10

The problem is that, by allocating scarce resources equally to the perilous 
and the picayune, the plausible and the fanciful, this approach makes one vul-
nerable to the strategies that matter. Some threats are more dangerous and sub-
stantial than others and require greater effort to counteract; allocating resources 
without concern for the signifi cance of the threat leads to the frittering away of 
those resources as more important areas receive insuffi cient attention.

In the search for fl exibility and balance, then, this viewpoint risks inade-
quately preparing for the most important and consequential threats. France in 
1912, for instance, had historical rivalries with England and Italy as well as 
broad imperial interests. Paris could have decided to spread its bets by prioritiz-
ing preparations for possible confl icts with Great Britain in Africa and with It-
aly in the Mediterranean. But placing its resources there would have left France 
inadequately prepared for war with Germany in 1914; it would have been 
swiftly defeated, rendering its more distant interests effectively moot. Like-
wise, if the United States in the late 1930s and early 1940s had paid as much 
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attention to its history of banana wars in Central America as to the far greater 
threats from Germany and Japan, it might not have initiated the prewar buildup 
that ultimately made victory possible.

An important fl aw in this viewpoint is its tendency to exaggerate the signifi -
cance of surprise. Surprise can, of course, be important and consequential. 
Moscow was surprised by Operation Barbarossa, American leaders were sur-
prised by the Chinese intervention in Korea and the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, 
and the Soviets and Americans suffered as a result. But absent more fundamen-
tal factors, surprise is not typically decisive. Although it may give the attacker 
an advantage as the defender recovers its composure and balance, surprise gen-
erally cannot make up for a bad military strategy. Foolish moves by an oppo-
nent may be surprising but not threatening—indeed, they may be surprising 
because it is clear they will not work. The Russians were probably surprised by 
the Charge of the Light Brigade, but they massacred the assaulting cavalrymen 
anyway. The United States does not currently expect Russia to invade Spain. If 
Moscow tried, the United States and its NATO allies would be surprised—but 
would have plenty of time and power to decisively defeat the Russians.

Thus, surprise is ultimately not the problem: being gravely damaged or con-
quered is. What matters, then, is if surprise is coupled with a good military 
strategy—that is dangerous. Surprise about an opponent’s implementation of 
such a strategy is normally caused not by a lack of understanding what that 
strategy might be but rather by misapprehension, delusion, or an unwillingness 
to consider that the other side might put such a strategy into effect. The Soviet 
Union’s military and intelligence leadership in 1941 knew that Germany might 
attack, but the USSR failed to act on the warnings.11 The United States received 
indications that China might intervene in Korea in 1950 but discounted them.12

Indeed, it is rare to fi nd instances of genuine strategic surprise in the modern 
world. Although there are many examples of operational or tactical surprise, it 
is hard to fi nd an example of a state wholly unexpectedly attacking another or 
attacking in an entirely unanticipated way as, for instance, the Eastern Romans 
appear to have been surprised by the severity and potency of the Arab invasions 
in the seventh century and the out-of-the-blue attack by Kievan Rus on Con-
stantinople in 860.13 There is no longer any terra incognita from which invaders 
can emerge without report. The Allies in 1940 knew that Germany could invade 
France and the Low Countries but were surprised by where Germany attacked.14 
The Americans were surprised at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, but they 
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knew before then that Japan was a threat and Hawaii a vulnerable target.15 US 
intelligence agencies knew that al-Qaeda was a menace but were surprised by 
exactly how, when, and where the group struck on 9/11.16 A nation may conceal 
the movement of its armies and fl eets, but it is nearly impossible to conceal 
their existence and basic orientation.

A prudent state can and therefore should identify the principal threats to its 
important interests, not the least because its adversaries—at least the savvier 
ones—will most likely do the same and optimize their efforts in those direc-
tions. A state that does not allocate its efforts and resources effi ciently weakens 
itself against more judicious states, quite likely decisively when dealing with 
one as powerful as China. For these reasons, American and coalition strategic 
planners should not be content simply to plead ignorance of the future. In the 
face of a serious potential opponent, it is necessary to make choices about what 
is more and less important; that is one of strategy’s central functions. Failing to 
do so is not humility but bewilderment and an invitation to disaster.

The Most Likely Scenarios

Another line of argument posits that, while the United States may be able to 
identify the sources of its principal threats, it should focus on the most likely 
military strategies of these potential opponents rather than their best ones. 
Many observers maintain, for instance, that the United States should not over-
invest in preparing for high-end confl ict against China because Beijing is more 
likely to pursue strategies below the level of armed confl ict, advancing its cause 
while minimizing the risk of large-scale war. This is important because much 
contemporary defense discussion concentrates on the gray zone, contending 
that Chinese actions below the level of armed confl ict are more probable than 
its outright use of military force. Adherents of this approach argue that US de-
fense planning should focus on presence activities, nonmilitary missions, and 
fl exibility rather than on preparing for major war.17

But focusing on this likelihood criterion fails on two fronts. First, common 
events are not always or even normally the most consequential, and consequen-
tial events are what the United States should particularly care about. Common 
but insignifi cant events require some attention, but it is signifi cant events that 
demand special focus. A person may buy an umbrella and galoshes for rain 
showers and not give it much more thought. Floods, meanwhile, are much rarer, 
yet people spend time and money buying fl ood insurance and proofi ng their 
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basements against the risk of being inundated. Similarly, whole cities are de-
signed in Japan to survive a serious earthquake, a relatively rare but enormously 
consequential event if a city is unprepared. This does not mean that one should 
not take precautions against minor everyday occurrences: one should shut the 
windows during a rainstorm. The point is that these common events are not 
what should most shape one’s planning for insurance and security—which is 
what defense planning is.

This is as true in international politics as in everyday life. Wars tend to be rare, 
but they can be immensely consequential, implicating the very shape and sur-
vival of states. Indeed, they are the most signifi cant events in international poli-
tics. There has not been a major war in Europe since 1945—and its map is still 
defi ned by the First and Second World Wars, just as the map of the Near East was 
dramatically reset by the Six-Day War of 1967 and that of North America by the 
Seven Years’ War, American Revolution, and the Mexican-American War.

This does not mean that international politics is not also shaped in more mod-
est increments. But these, like rain showers, can be managed with smaller and 
less demanding steps. A major war between the United States and China—even 
a limited and focused confl ict—would almost certainly have much greater sig-
nifi cance for Asian geopolitics than anything that happens in the gray zone, 
which is, after all, a euphemism for actions that do not cross the threshold of 
major signifi cance. Further, there are fundamental limitations on what any na-
tion can achieve in the gray zone alone. China might be able to use gray zone 
tactics to assert control over small, peripheral portions of territory claimed by 
its neighbors, for instance, by seizing disputed uninhabited features in the South 
China Sea. But it is highly unlikely to be able to seize enough of an adversary’s 
territory to assert domineering infl uence over that nation—which is, as I will 
discuss later, a prerequisite for achieving regional hegemony—without escalat-
ing above the gray zone. Unsurprisingly, then, China’s best exploitation of the 
gray zone so far has been of unoccupied territory, chiefl y geographic features 
that were not territory at all until China created them.

The second reason likelihood is a poor criterion on which to premise one’s 
military strategy is that likelihood is a dynamic property. Events that seem un-
likely today may become more probable if key circumstances change. Strategic 
actors tend to behave based on their judgments of an action’s costs and benefi ts. 
If the perceived benefi ts of an action are high and the costs low, an actor is more 
likely to take that action; if the reverse, less so.
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Thus, what is plausible is contingent on the costs and benefi ts actors face. 
Actors adapt to each other’s behavior. In strategic engagements, they can delib-
erately change the incentives that they and others face in ways that shift the 
plausibility of events. In most human interactions, costs and benefi ts depend 
largely on what the actors involved do or indicate they may do—their behaviors 
are products not merely of forces of nature or acts of God but of human action. 
If a jurisdiction that rigorously enforced speed limits now judges that speeding, 
because uncommon, is no longer likely, it may reduce enforcement—and 
thereby invite more speeding. If a more lenient jurisdiction tightens enforce-
ment, speeding is likely to decline. In the market, this is the law of supply and 
demand—demand by some will trigger others to increase supply.

Indeed, focusing on the most likely events may well increase the likelihood 
of grave events once considered implausible. The perception that something is 
unlikely can lead to actions presuming its implausibility, which in turn can 
strain the rationale for its being unlikely in the fi rst place. By the early 2000s, 
for instance, it was widely believed in economic policy circles that market man-
agement had reached such a level of sophistication that depressions were no 
longer plausible. This in turn led to policy changes that enabled riskier behav-
ior, making economic catastrophe more probable and contributing to the 2008 
fi nancial crisis.18 In the 1930s, the belief among many in Western Europe that 
war was no longer thinkable opened opportunities for German rearmament and 
aggression, thereby contributing to the outbreak of the Second World War.19

If a state believes it will suffer too much to justify the gains it may accrue by 
precipitating a war, it is unlikely to do so. But if it thinks it can gain more than 
it stands to lose, its incentives to risk or start a war will rise, making belligerent 
behavior more likely. Arguments that China would not risk a large-scale war 
with the United States generally (often implicitly) rely on the assessment that 
Beijing could not gain more than it could lose by doing so, which is in turn 
based on the assumption that the United States maintains a meaningful military 
advantage over China.

Yet if the military balance of relevance to a given type of confl ict were to 
shift in China’s favor—because, for instance, decision-makers believed that 
such a confl ict was implausible and therefore not worth serious preparation—
this assumption would no longer hold, and events that once seemed implausible 
could become entirely plausible—including China’s starting a war to advance 
its interests. Focusing on the most likely occurrences to the detriment of main-
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taining a relevant military advantage would, like the fi nancial policies in the 
1990s and 2000s, make catastrophe more likely.

The United States should therefore not base its strategy on how plausible a 
given opposing strategy seems at any given moment. Probability in this context 
is largely a function of how the potential attacker perceives the balance of cost 
and benefi t. If it can develop an advantageous way to put an improbable or even 
shocking strategy into effect, that strategy will become plausible—perhaps 
faster than an unprepared opponent anticipates or even can adapt.20

This has direct relevance in Asia today. For more than a half century 
following the Second World War, the United States enjoyed essentially unfet-
tered military dominance in maritime Asia and the Western Pacifi c. Since the 
1990s, however, the People’s Liberation Army has been assiduously develop-
ing forces intended to prevent the United States from effectively defending its 
Asian allies and partners from Chinese action. So long as the United States 
maintains a military edge over China in plausible scenarios, Beijing will face an 
unfavorable cost-benefi t equation in resorting to military force. But this will 
change if Beijing is able to shift the military balance enough in its favor that it 
could reasonably judge the use of military force to be to its advantage. In this 
case, it will become rational for Beijing to risk or provoke a war to advance its 
aims.

The Most Destructive Scenarios

A third camp argues that military planning should focus on the most destruc-
tive strategies that a potential adversary like China—or Russia, given its large 
nuclear arsenal—could wield, such as their ability to strike the US homeland 
with nuclear weapons.21 According to this argument, the United States should 
fi rst eliminate any vulnerability to the most destructive forms of attack before 
allocating resources to other goals; America should therefore invest the great 
bulk of its resources in developing the capability to eliminate or at least reduce 
the damage the worst forms of attack could wreak. This would represent a sharp 
change from the past half-century, during which the United States has essen-
tially accepted vulnerability to attack from nuclear-armed great powers.22

There are two problems with the pursuit of true invulnerability. First, it is 
exceedingly unlikely that this goal is attainable. In an age of extraordinarily 
destructive technologies, even a small number of penetrating weapons can 
mean absolute disaster. It is thus unrealistic to expect to attain anything 
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approaching invulnerability against a capable, adaptive, and suffi ciently re-
sourced adversary.

Moreover, the pursuit of invulnerability would consume the United States’ 
ability to pursue its other geopolitical goals, even though these are crucial for 
Americans’ security, freedom, and prosperity. A perfect defense would require 
enormous outlays while requiring far less from an attacker to breach it. The 
United States would need to ensure a perfect shield, but the adversary would 
need only to penetrate it with a few highly destructive weapons to have an im-
mensely destructive impact. The expense of seeking such perfection would 
leave the United States hobbled in or even incapable of pursuing any broader 
interests. Meanwhile, an opponent like China could use its resources to pursue 
other goals, such as regional hegemony in Asia, and the United States would 
have far less ability to stop it.

Giving up on perfection does not mean leaving the United States unpro-
tected, however. Rather, the way to defend against a truly catastrophic attack 
when perfect defense is impossible has long been and remains deterrence. A 
perfect defense is not necessary to protect oneself from severe attack. Rather, 
one can defend oneself by presenting the potential attacker with the credible 
prospect of retaliation that is more costly than the gains of attacking. This is not 
to say that deterrence is easy; it can be diffi cult and uncertain. But it is certainly 
possible. The history of international relations since the advent of the atomic 
bomb is a long example of the feasibility of deterrence.23

The United States has for many years not felt compelled to pursue total in-
vulnerability because it has judged that it can effectively deter Chinese or Rus-
sian nuclear attack through a combination of deterrence and limiting its own 
threats to those countries. Although each could infl ict grievous harm on the 
United States, the United States has the undeniable ability to repay such an at-
tack in turn. Incurring such a riposte would outweigh the benefi ts to Russia or 
China of an attack in any imaginable contingency save the truly existential. 
Even though either country could launch an enormously damaging nuclear at-
tack on the United States, what gains could they garner that would justify the 
devastating retaliation they would suffer in reply?

The most damaging strategy an adversary can pursue, in other words, is not 
likely to be its most gainful one—indeed, in most cases, pursuing it is likely to 
be foolhardy in the extreme, if not simply insane. And insanity is vanishingly 
rare in state decision-making. Trying to obtain a perfect defense is therefore not 
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only unwise but unnecessary. And since the United States cannot afford to be 
profl igate in competition with a state of the potency and wealth of China, what 
is unnecessary is ill-advised.

In sum, if the United States is to defeat China’s bid for hegemony, Washington 
must not become distracted by every potential path Beijing might take. Nor can 
it afford to sink scarce resources into the most apparently likely or most de-
structive ways in which Beijing might pursue this goal. Rather, the United 
States must identify and plan against China’s best strategies for achieving re-
gional hegemony in Asia.
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IN ORDER TO ATTAIN REGIONAL HEGEMONY, then, China’s best strategies are 
those that enable it to become stronger than the anti-hegemonic coalition such that 
it could win a systemic regional war. Beijing can then establish its hegemony ei-
ther by threatening such a war or by actually precipitating and winning it.

Importantly, understanding what China’s best strategies might be does not re-
quire us to uncover some hidden Chinese plan or capabilities. That is because 
what is actually a state’s best strategy does not ultimately depend on what the 
state’s leaders think it is. It is, rather, an objective reality that is a product of how 
such a state might optimally achieve its strategic aims. But that state does not have 
a monopoly on judging which strategy would work most effectively, since the ef-
fi cacy of military strategies is a product not only of a particular state’s actions but 
of the interplay of multiple factors, including how the opposing side acts, third-
party reactions, and nonhuman factors such as geography and weather. A state’s 
hidden capabilities may give it an edge in executing a strategy, but that advantage 
will be availing only if the strategy itself can lead to a successful outcome.

This means that, if the strategy China’s leaders are following is actually not 
its best, the United States should not entirely change its focus. Defeating a bad 
strategy is easier and less costly than defeating a good one. Meanwhile, Beijing 
might at any time realize that it has a bad strategy and try to correct to a better 
one. Thus, although the United States must of course retain some fl exibility in 
its defense planning to deal with the unanticipated, it is better off developing its 
forces, capabilities, posture, and plans to address its opponent’s most effective 
strategies.

 7

Beijing’s Best Strategy
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So what are the best—the most gainful—strategies for China? How can 
Beijing advance toward its goal without incurring more cost and risk than is 
tenable?

One approach to doing so is to outgrow and, once suffi ciently strong, over-
power any potential coalition. Before moving on to more aggressive strategies, 
I will discuss this option to show why it is not workable for Beijing.

Hide and Bide—and Its Limitations

The least risky and thus most attractive way for China to become Asia’s he-
gemon is simply to grow stronger and eventually, through the sheer weight of 
its power, overwhelm any realistic coalition that could form to check its ambi-
tions. Since this strategy relies on continued growth, a rising power like China 
has an incentive to avoid a major confl ict with the established powers because 
such a war would imperil its favorable trajectory. Left undisturbed, it will only 
grow stronger and thus better positioned to fi ght in the future. With the excep-
tion of small confl icts like the War of 1812, the war against Mexico in the 
1840s, and the Indian Wars, this is effectively what the United States did in 
North America throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The nation 
grew more and more powerful, until eventually all had to recognize American 
predominance in its region and deal with its ability to project power abroad.

This logic appears to have informed the approach Beijing followed from the 
era of Deng Xiaoping until more recent years. Deng recognized that China 
needed to develop economically before it could productively assert its power. In 
the famous phrase, he therefore advised Chinese offi cials to “hide our capabili-
ties and bide our time.” Beijing appears since to have shifted from this approach, 
presumably in part because it determined that China has become powerful 
enough to warrant a more assertive foreign policy.1

Beijing might, nevertheless, try to return to a quieter, outgrowing strategy to 
achieve regional predominance. Yet this would likely fail to gain China its goal. 
The United States and other nations have now seen that Beijing is willing to 
throw its weight around and abandon commitments that were meant to demon-
strate the limits of its ambitions, such as Beijing’s pledges not to militarize dis-
puted islands in the South China Sea and to respect Hong Kong’s autonomy.2 
Now that countries in the region know that China could once more pursue such 
an assertive strategy and that it is only growing stronger, they are more likely to 
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coalesce in an anti-hegemonic coalition even if Beijing were to revert to a more 
measured approach.

Even more fundamentally, though, the problem with the hide-and-bide strat-
egy is that it does not provide a way to overcome other states’ very strong in-
centive to balance China. The United States as well as most states in the region 
share a profound interest in checking a Chinese bid for predominance. No mat-
ter how strong China is, if those states fear no suffi ciently serious penalty for 
affi liating in order to balance Beijing, then they are likely to do so.

And there are enough states available to form a plausible coalition. There was 
no plausible combination of states that could outweigh the mammoth power of 
the growing United States in North and Central America in the nineteenth cen-
tury. But in Asia, states such as Japan, India, Australia, Vietnam, South Korea, 
the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand could join an anti-hegemonic 
coalition with the United States. Such a coalition might also include extrare-
gional players, such as America’s European allies and even Russia. The stronger 
China grows, the more states will see the benefi ts of balancing it. And if Beijing 
gives them no suffi cient disincentive, balancing would give them goods of enor-
mous value—freedom from Chinese hegemony—at little risk.

China thus requires a strategy that discourages other nations from joining or 
remaining in the anti-hegemonic coalition. Beijing must be able to penalize 
other nations so that they judge that the costs and risks of joining outweigh the 
benefi ts. It can draw on diplomatic, economic, and other nonmilitary instru-
ments of national power to fashion these penalties. But, crucially, China is very 
unlikely to succeed in attaining regional hegemony if the penalties do not in-
clude a core military component, given the unique coercive effi cacy of force 
and the exceedingly high stakes for states seeking to avoid forfeiting their au-
tonomy to Beijing. These military elements need not be the most visible, but 
Beijing must have recourse to them—and others must know of its ability—for 
the strategy to be effective.

This is not easy for Beijing because whatever penalties it threatens or im-
poses against other states must outweigh the goods that these nations anticipate 
from balancing—and because China would be seeking regional hegemony, 
those goods, particularly those nations’ retention of their autonomy, would be 
the most signifi cant conceivable. The goods China would demand would thus 
be of the highest order, and it would therefore need to impose penalties of 
equivalent or greater weight to convince its targets to give them up. Since vio-
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lence is the most effective form of coercion, were China to threaten solely non-
military punishments, it would severely limit and likely vitiate its ability to 
infl ict the necessary harm on its targets.

States on the receiving end of Chinese attempts to isolate them diplomati-
cally, for instance, could seek closer ties with the anti-hegemonic coalition. 
Those subject to China’s attempts at economic coercion, meanwhile, could 
adapt their supply and consumption patterns to minimize exposure to Beijing’s 
pressure. The United States’ own record of economic coercion against much 
weaker states counsels us to be skeptical that Beijing could use such coercion 
alone to compel states to forfeit their most dearly held goods.3 Nor are these 
speculative points: there is substantial evidence that both of these balancing re-
actions are already happening in response to China’s diplomatic and economic 
pressure on an array of countries, including Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, Vi-
etnam, Australia, Canada, several European states, and the United States itself.4

Given that political and economic measures on their own will be insuffi cient, 
China’s strategy for achieving regional hegemony thus requires an effective 
military component. At the same time, however, China must be able to employ 
military force in a way that does not precipitate the large war against the coali-
tion that it is too likely to lose. This is the fundamental problem Beijing must 
solve if it is to make good on its bid for hegemony—and the solution, as I have 
discussed, is the focused and sequential strategy.

Implemented effectively, the focused and sequential strategy would allow 
China to deter states from joining the coalition, persuade them to break from it, or 
induce them to renege on their commitments to it. In the resulting circumstances, 
the anti-hegemonic coalition would be unable to agglomerate and effectively em-
ploy the strength needed to check China’s pursuit of regional predominance. At 
the same time, Beijing could continue to increase its own power and translate that 
waxing power into military strength. If events unfolded in this way, China could 
ultimately attain suffi cient power in the region to prevail in a systemic regional 
war. It would then have the strength to become the hegemon in Asia.

Implementing the Focused and Sequential Strategy

China could employ such a focused and sequential strategy in many ways. 
But if the United States is to defeat China’s bid for hegemony, Washington must 
not become distracted by every potential path Beijing might take. Nor can the 
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United States afford to sink scarce resources into the most apparently likely or 
most destructive ways in which Beijing might pursue this goal. Rather, the 
United States must identify and plan against China’s best options for imple-
menting its strategy.

These best options must address Beijing’s fundamental quandary. Given that 
the entire anti-hegemonic coalition, once coalesced, would be more powerful 
than China and its plausible allies, if Beijing precipitated a war that engaged the 
coalition’s fuller exertions, China would very likely lose. Beijing must there-
fore execute the focused and sequential strategy in such a fashion that the coa-
lition elects not to employ its greater strength to counter China’s moves. The 
most logical way for Beijing to deal with this quandary is to fracture or suffi -
ciently weaken the coalition by sequentially isolating and subjugating enough 
vulnerable members while convincing the rest to let them go. This would not 
only weaken the coalition outright but also, if used against US allies within the 
coalition, demonstrate to all that the coalition, especially its external corner-
stone balancer, is unable or unwilling to protect its own members and that they 
are better off keeping their distance from or leaving it.

The most logical way for Beijing to try to fracture the coalition is by exploit-
ing the differences in members’ willingness to tolerate the costs and risks re-
quired to adequately defend the member states Beijing targets. Although all 
members have an interest in ensuring the effective defense of fellow members 
from Chinese assault, that interest is inherently partial because each nation will 
naturally look above all to its own security. Given the costs and risks China 
could impose on states more removed from the immediate threat, under some 
circumstances that partial interest might not seem compelling enough to moti-
vate these states to come to the victims’ defense with enough vigor. Using this 
isolating approach, China could then pick off coalition members in sequence, 
systematically weakening the coalition until it collapsed.

Targeting a US Ally

In putting this strategy into effect, Beijing would have to decide whether to 
target a US ally or just a US partner, given that any anti-hegemonic coalition 
will likely include states both with and without a security commitment from 
Washington.

Attacking a state allied with the United States would be more likely to trigger 
a formidable reaction from the United States because of its implications for 
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Washington’s differentiated credibility. But at the same time, successfully 
subordinating the recipient of a US security guarantee would undermine that 
credibility and could strongly indicate—and even conclusively demonstrate—
Washington’s unreliability. Given the importance of US differentiated credibility 
for the functioning of the anti-hegemonic coalition, this could show the funda-
mental hollowness of the coalition, just as, in the 1930s, Italy’s invasion of Abys-
sinia and Japan’s invasion of China revealed the emptiness of the League of 
Nations’ pledge to treat an attack against one as an attack against all. Thus, while 
attacking a US ally would be more risky, it would also, if successful, materially 
advance China’s interest in weakening the anti-hegemonic coalition or prevent-
ing it from forming.

Attacking a coalition member not formally tied to the United States, con-
versely, would be less immediately risky for China but also less benefi cial, 
since doing so would not implicate the United States’ differentiated credibility. 
Even worse for Beijing, attacking a coalition partner that is not the benefi ciary 
of a US security commitment could backfi re for China by incentivizing more 
states to join the coalition and imbuing it with greater cohesion, including 
through the formation of more alliance relationships with the United States. 
This is because China’s neighbors would see that it was willing to use its fo-
cused and sequential strategy against states not allied to the United States but 
was apparently suffi ciently intimidated by American security guarantees to 
avoid attacking US allies directly. This implicit endorsement of the potency of 
those guarantees would likely increase the cohesion and strength of the coali-
tion as a whole. This was the result in NATO following the Russian seizure of 
Crimea and incursion into Ukraine, as well as in the North Atlantic Alliance fol-
lowing the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950.5

Taiwan as the Initial Target

Taiwan is the most attractive target for China’s focused and sequential strat-
egy for several reasons. The fi rst is related to China’s own interest in it. For dec-
ades, the Chinese Communist Party has made clear that “reunifi cation” with 
Taiwan is a national imperative.6 Xi Jinping himself has described this goal as 
“essential to realizing national rejuvenation.”7

But Taiwan is also an attractive target because of its importance to Washing-
ton’s differentiated credibility. That is, even though Taiwan is not a full-fl edged 
US ally, nervous regional states are unlikely to see its fate as materially different 
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from that which would befall full-fl edged US allies in similar circumstances. In-
deed, these actors, wondering about US differentiated credibility, are more likely 
to regard Taiwan as a canary in the coal mine than as a bird of a different feather.

As noted previously, the United States does have formalized commitments 
relating to Taiwan, especially the Taiwan Relations Act, and it has made a 
number of less formal commitments and statements, such as the Six Assur-
ances.8 Perhaps as tellingly, Washington has demonstrated by its behavior that 
it is prepared to help defend Taiwan, as when the United States used its fl eet to 
deter Chinese assertiveness during the Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1995–1996. And 
the defense of Taiwan has long been a point of concentration for American mil-
itary planning.9 As a result, the practical, quiet understanding in Asia—an un-
derstanding that Washington itself has cultivated—has long been that the 
United States would come to Taiwan’s defense.10 As a consequence, even if Tai-
wan is not a full-fl edged ally of the United States, America’s refusal to defend 
it would markedly undermine its differentiated credibility in Asia vis-à-vis 
China.11

Taiwan is an appealing target for military reasons as well. Taiwan is located 
close to China’s centers of military power. At the same time, China dwarfs Tai-
wan in military strength and has deliberately developed its military to be able 
to attack the island.12 Beijing has also specifi cally developed its military to be 
able to ideally block and at least markedly raise the costs and risks to the United 
States of intervening to defend Taiwan.13 In addition, Taiwan tends to act as a 
cork in China’s ability to project military power beyond it. If China left Taiwan 
alone and sought to attack states farther into the Western Pacifi c, it would leave 
its military power projection efforts exposed should Taiwan oppose it or enable 
other states to use its territory or air and sea space to do so. Subordinating Tai-
wan would remove this threat; it would also provide Beijing with additional 
bases both for denying other states access into the Western Pacifi c and East 
Asia and projecting power beyond the fi rst island chain.

After Taiwan

If China could subjugate Taiwan, it could then lift its gaze to targets farther 
afi eld. The PLA is already moving well beyond a strict focus on Taiwan to de-
velop the ability to project military power using aircraft carriers and more ad-
vanced surface forces, nuclear-powered submarines with land-attack and 
antiship capabilities, long-range bombers, a large and sophisticated space ar-
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chitecture, and amphibious and air assault forces, as well as the training and 
doctrine to employ all these effectively.14

Once it had subordinated Taiwan, China could use these capabilities to pro-
gressively weaken the anti-hegemonic coalition by subjugating and breaking 
off other states from it, and especially from alliance relationships with Wash-
ington. Though these more distant assaults would present more diffi culties 
to Beijing than an attack on Taiwan, China itself, once it subjugated Taiwan, 
would be in a more advantageous position. Taiwan itself would no longer 
threaten China’s ability to project military power, and doubts about the integrity 
of the anti-hegemonic coalition and especially the value of Washington’s assur-
ances would be graver in the wake of Taiwan’s fall.

After Taiwan, China’s best strategy would probably be to focus on Southeast 
Asia. These states are considerably less developed and weaker than Japan, for 
instance, which is likely too strong and resolute for China to readily subdue, ab-
sent a signifi cant shift in the political-military balance. Wealthy and well-armed 
South Korea, though smaller than Japan, would also present a formidable tar-
get; moreover, given its geographical position, a Chinese attack on South Korea 
would very likely be seen to imperil Japan directly, thus likely bringing Tokyo 
into the confl ict in addition to the United States.

In light of this, a natural next target for Beijing would be the Philippines. It 
is a long-established US ally, access to which is important for US military op-
erations in Southeast Asia and the Western Pacifi c.15 At the same time, it is a 
relatively weak state, and there are signifi cant voices within it favoring accom-
modation toward China. Manila’s willingness to defend itself might, then, not 
be as high as necessary to enable an effective defense by the United States and 
other allies and partners.

Vietnam, though not a US ally, might also make a good target. Hanoi is likely 
to be at least an informal member of the anti-hegemonic coalition, given its op-
position to domination by China.16 If Hanoi becomes a formal ally of the United 
States, conversely, it could present an even more lucrative target for Beijing. 
There would also be military advantages for Beijing to attack Vietnam. Vietnam 
directly abuts China, considerably easing the diffi culties of moving forces against 
it. Moreover, although US forces hold particular advantages in the aerospace, 
maritime, and information domains, these are less useful in defending Vietnam, 
particularly the northern part of the country where Hanoi is located. There is a 
reason for the old American adage never to get involved in a land war in Asia: the 



B E I J I N G ’ S  B E S T  S T R A T E G Y118

US military’s strengths apply far less there.17 This explains why America’s lasting 
alliances in Asia have historically been with island nations—and one peninsula, 
South Korea, which is connected to mainland Asia by a single state, North Korea.

That said, attacking Vietnam would also present signifi cant risks for China. 
Vietnam is a more capable state than the Philippines, with a formidable mili-
tary. It also boasts a reputation for deep reservoirs of will to defend itself and its 
national sovereignty, earned through perseverance in rebellion against France, 
the war by North Vietnam and its affi liates in the South against the United 
States and its South Vietnamese ally, and the Sino-Vietnam War of 1979.

Still, China could seek to use its new military might to compel or force the Phil-
ippines, Vietnam, or both to disaffi liate from any alliance with Washington and the 
anti-hegemonic coalition and to adopt a policy supportive of—or at least accom-
modating of—China’s bid for regional hegemony. And if its attacks against the 
Philippines, Vietnam, or both were successful but still not enough to demonstrate 
the hollowness of US alliance assurances and the anti-hegemonic coalition, Bei-
jing could follow them with similar attacks against one or more other Asian states.

At some point, however, once China had demonstrated suffi ciently that the 
United States and the anti-hegemonic coalition could not effectively defend 
member states in Southeast Asia, Washington’s and thus the coalition’s differ-
entiated credibility would collapse, and China would become the area’s he-
gemon. Critically, Beijing would almost certainly not have to fi ght a war against 
every Southeast Asian state to establish its hegemony there if it could success-
fully apply this strategy against enough states to undermine suffi ciently the 
United States’ differentiated credibility. Local states would very likely begin to 
accommodate Beijing’s demands. Indeed, China might not have to fi ght many 
wars at all if it could demonstrate its ability and resolve to pursue this strategy 
effectively. In fact, if its power and will were manifest enough, and Washing-
ton’s suffi ciently lacking, Beijing might have to fi ght none at all.

If China could split states like the Philippines and Vietnam from the anti-he-
gemonic coalition while bringing other important Southeast Asian states under 
its sway, it might ultimately grow strong enough to defeat a coalition composed 
solely of Japan and India alongside the United States and more distant states 
like Australia. At that point China would already be able to channel the eco-
nomic and other policies of Southeast Asia states in ways that would meaning-
fully undermine Americans’ prosperity and ultimately their freedom. A China 
that held sway over Southeast Asia, which is projected to have approximately a 
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ten-trillion-dollar regional economy by 2030, would be immensely powerful in 
its ability to shape global trade and project its infl uence into American life.18 
Nor would this power be limited to Southeast Asia. A China that could establish 
hegemony over Southeast Asia in the face of US resistance would almost cer-
tainly also be able to establish predominance over Central Asia. Such a power-
ful China could begin to project much greater power into additional regions, 
such as the Middle East and even the Western Hemisphere.

If Tokyo and New Delhi managed to hold out against Chinese predominance 
under these conditions, China’s next rational step would be to seek to isolate and 
dishearten both of them (as well as Australia, which is much smaller). If Japan and 
India saw the rest of the region affi liating with China, they might not sustain the 
resolve needed to adequately defend themselves from China’s focused and se-
quential strategy. Beijing could try to arouse internal opposition to strengthening 
coalition defense, as the Soviets attempted to weaken Western European support 
for the deployment of the Euromissiles in the 1980s. And a much wealthier and 
more powerful China would have far more leverage to do so than the Soviets did.

If Tokyo and New Delhi still did not fall into line, China would be well posi-
tioned to employ a focused war strategy against either of them. Its best course 
would still be to concentrate the war on just one of these states while seeking to 
diminish the US willingness and ability to come vigorously enough to the target 
state’s aid. At this point, however, China would likely be so powerful that it 
might rely much more on its threat to escalate against the United States and any 
other remaining coalition members rather than trying to appear nonthreatening. 
Such a powerful China, in other words, would likely be able to make a US de-
fense of the attacked state so diffi cult and costly, and to do so much damage to 
the United States in such a controlled and discriminate fashion, that it would 
need to worry less about appearing restrained.

If Beijing could compel either Japan or India to disaffi liate from such a rump 
anti-hegemonic coalition, the effort to deny China predominance over Asia 
would have failed. It is highly unlikely that the United States along with only 
Japan or India could resist China’s establishment of hegemony in the region.

Punishment and Conquest

Beijing’s best limited war strategy, then, would allow it to subordinate a 
vulnerable coalition member, starting with Taiwan, in a way that is suffi ciently 
intimidating to deter effective coalition intervention but not menacing enough 
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to convince other coalition states that China is so dangerous that they must ef-
fectively intervene despite the costs and risks. Most essentially, it would con-
vince those nations that, though they are together more powerful than China, 
they are better off withholding a suffi cient defense of its vulnerable counterpart. 
China’s ultimate objective would be to demonstrate the hollowness of the anti-
hegemonic coalition, especially by prioritizing targeting US allies, until re-
gional actors no longer viewed the coalition as a viable vehicle for balancing 
against Beijing. At that point, they will be incentivized to bandwagon, thereby 
clearing the path toward Chinese regional hegemony.

As Beijing sought to isolate and subordinate a vulnerable coalition 
member while convincing its fellows to remain out of the fi ght, it could play on 
both ends of the cost-benefi t equation. On the one hand, it could diminish the 
threat that its actions against the vulnerable coalition member seem to pose to 
other members. On the other hand, Beijing could raise the anticipated costs and 
risks to other coalition member states of effectively defending the targeted 
state.

Beijing has two broad ways of subordinating a coalition member in this man-
ner without provoking too great a response by its allies and partners. We may 
call the fi rst way the punishment approach. Under this approach, Beijing would 
use limited violence to impose costs on the vulnerable state until it capitulates 
of its own accord. In doing so, Beijing would likely seek to avoid provoking the 
target’s allies and partners to the greatest degree possible, thereby minimizing 
their incentives to intervene.

The second way might be labeled the conquest approach. Under this ap-
proach, Beijing would use what Thomas Schelling termed “brute force” to im-
pose its will on the target state—especially by seizing control of that state’s 
territory—and thus present the target’s allies and partners with new facts on 
the ground that, Beijing would reckon, they would consider some combination 
of too diffi cult, costly, and risky to reverse.19 Although this approach would try 
to reduce the incentives for coalition intervention, it would primarily deter ef-
fective coalition intervention by raising the diffi culty, costs, and risks such en-
gagement would face. As I will discuss below, for an aspiring hegemon 
confronting an anti-hegemonic coalition whose combined strength is greater 
than the aspirant’s, the fait accompli is the most effective variant of the 
conquest approach.
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The Punishment Approach

The punishment (or cost imposition) approach works by inducing a vulner-
able state to capitulate by imposing costs: pain and loss. It succeeds when the 
attacker is able to impose more costs than the target is able or willing to bear in 
order to protect whatever the attacker is demanding. Crucially, the target’s abil-
ity to defy the attacker includes not only its indigenous capacity for resistance, 
important as that is, but its ability to secure relief from third parties. When the 
target is subject to intolerable costs and lacks foreign support—or believes that 
any such support will prove insuffi cient—it is more likely to accede to the at-
tacker’s demands.

Beijing might use an array of tools to punish a vulnerable state into submis-
sion. Nonmilitary forms of cost imposition might include travel bans, asset 
freezes, restrictions on capital, withholding of essential supplies, or other sanc-
tions designed to harm, sap wealth from, and diminish the freedom of a targeted 
state. Military forms of punishment range from cyber or electronic attacks to 
blockade or bombardment. Given the especially coercive power of lethal force, 
I focus here on military forms of cost imposition.

However it is implemented, the central and distinctive quality of the punish-
ment approach is that it does not involve a military assault designed to seize ter-
ritory and force its target to submit. Instead, it relies on the attacker’s ability to 
convince the target state to surrender rather than continue to suffer pain.

Perceived Advantages to the Punishment Approach

Why would China choose punishment over conquest in the fi rst place? All 
things being equal, if an aspiring hegemon can use brute force to get its way, it 
would seem to be better off doing that rather than relying on an approach that 
turns on persuasion and is thus inherently less subject to the attacker’s control. 
Just as carrying an obstinate child to the bath is typically easier than persuading 
the child to go, simply seizing an enemy’s territory is usually more effective 
than persuading the enemy to give it up.

Brute force, in other words, makes the defender’s will essentially irrelevant, 
thus eliminating a crucial variable that is otherwise beyond the attacker’s con-
trol and greatly simplifying the problem confronting the attacker. This can be 
immensely valuable, particularly when an aspiring hegemon seeks to take 
away something the target state values greatly, such as its national autonomy or 
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territorial integrity. Given that a targeted state is unlikely to want to sacrifi ce 
such a core good, the attacker may seem better off taking it by force than trying 
to induce its forfeiture.

Yet the punishment approach may seem to have its own advantages. For one, 
conquest may appear harder or more costly to implement even if it ultimately 
succeeds. Under some conditions, punishment might seem a less demanding 
option for advancing an attacker’s objectives. For instance, after the First World 
War, shocked by the terrible costs of brute force victory on the Western Front, 
B. H. Liddell Hart famously developed the “indirect approach,” a strategy 
premised on cost imposition that he hoped would allow Great Britain to defeat 
a continental army at a fraction of the bloodshed the war had demanded.20 
Giulio Douhet, similarly sobered by the war’s horrors, argued that nations 
could use airpower to punish enemy societies into submission while avoiding 
bloody ground campaigns.21

Another appeal of the punishment approach is that, at least in its more cab-
ined variants, it may appear less likely to trigger effective intervention by third 
parties. Any military action risks being seen as aggressive and therefore as jus-
tifying or demanding a response, particularly by a victim’s allies and partners. 
The risk of provoking an intervention, however, tends to grow in relation to the 
scope, scale, intensity, effi cacy, and replicability of the force employed. Thus 
the more expansive, ferocious, effective, or replicable an attacker’s military 
strategy, the more plausibly the attacker will be seen as a menace to key onlook-
ers’ own security. Germany’s employment of blitzkrieg in Poland, for example, 
struck fear in capitals throughout Europe. Tokyo, Canberra, and Hanoi would 
likely view an overwhelming, decisive Chinese invasion of Taiwan as a more 
pressing indicator of China’s threat to their own vital interests than a narrowly 
focused Chinese blockade designed to persuade Taiwan to relent. China might 
therefore judge that using brute force to subordinate a target state would be 
more likely to trigger the coalition response it seeks to avoid.

China might then see the punishment approach as more feasible to imple-
ment in ways that avoid provoking effective third-party intervention.22 In par-
ticular, Beijing might believe that it could achieve its objectives through 
blockade, bombardment, or other military actions that, while violent, might 
seem more limited and reasonable than outright invasion and so less likely to 
trigger intervention by an anti-hegemonic coalition whose members are, in 
sum, stronger than China.
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“A Great Deal of Ruin in a Nation”

The punishment approach has signifi cant limitations, however, for several 
reasons. The fi rst stems from the reality that, as Thomas Schelling put it, “It is 
easier to deter than to compel.”23 In Schelling’s logic, it is to easier to persuade 
someone not to do something at all—including by accepting things as they are 
or have evolved—than it is to persuade that person to take an action he or she 
does not want to take.24 The party seeking to compel positive action must force 
some change to the status quo. This tends to be a heavier burden than deterring 
action.

As Schelling wrote, “I can block your car in the road by placing my car in 
your way; my deterrent threat is passive, the decision to collide is up to you. If 
you, however, fi nd me in your way and threaten to collide unless I move, you 
enjoy no such advantage; the decision to collide is yours, and I enjoy deter-
rence. You have to arrange to have to collide unless I move, and that is a degree 
more complicated.” The compeller must apply force “until the other acts, rather 
than if he acts.”25 The compeller, to succeed, must induce some positive action, 
while the deterrer achieves his goal if nothing happens.

Compelling states to cede something—like their territory or national 
autonomy—is all the more diffi cult because they are more likely to go to great 
lengths—even at great risk to themselves—to protect what they have than they 
are to try to gain what they do not already have. This argument builds on a very 
old insight. Demosthenes observed in the fourth century BC: “For no one would 
go to war as readily for aggrandizement as for the defense of his own posses-
sions; but while all men fi ght desperately to keep what they are in danger of los-
ing, it is not so with aggrandizement; men make it, indeed, their aim, but if 
prevented, they do not feel that they have suffered any injustice from their op-
ponents.”26 Much modern scholarship supports this proposition.27

Not only is compellence more diffi cult than deterrence, however. Compellence 
by punishment—by imposing costs—is also particularly hard to make work. 
While states may compel another’s action through cost imposition or denial, 
compellence by cost imposition tends to be considerably harder.28 Most promi-
nently, Robert Pape has examined strategies of coercive airpower and found that 
compellence by punishment rarely succeeds, for several reasons. First, the target 
of coercion often has great interest in the territory at stake and is willing to absorb 
high costs to protect it. Second, nationalism magnifi es a target state’s valuation of 
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the territory the attacker means to seize. Third, societies are often willing to bear 
greater suffering in wartime than in peacetime, and as the confl ict goes on, the 
sunk costs incurred make them less inclined to accept settlement. Fourth, if the 
attacker chooses to target civilian populations, conventional weapons used in 
such campaigns are often less destructive than anticipated and considerably less 
destructive than nuclear weapons. Fifth, states can minimize civilian vulnerabil-
ity through defenses, evacuation, and other countermeasures. Last, a punitive 
campaign is more likely to encourage the targeted society’s hostility toward the 
compeller rather than opposition to its own government.29

These diffi culties are especially pronounced for compellence strategies that 
are purely punitive—that make no attempt to achieve their objectives directly, 
as with brute force—because if the target does not acquiesce, the strategy nec-
essarily fails. And when strategies relying on cost imposition threats are them-
selves unlikely to work or costly to execute, threatening them is unlikely to be 
effective.30 Thus, while compellence by cost imposition can work against an 
opponent with low resolve, limited resilience, or little hope of eventual respite, 
compellence by cost imposition is especially diffi cult to make work against op-
ponents that do not fall into these categories.31 In sum, compellence is hard, and 
compellence by punishment is especially diffi cult.

There is thus much reason to doubt a state’s ability to use punishment to 
compel outright surrender, especially when the target both judges that its vital 
interests are at stake and thinks that it might outlast the attacker’s punishment 
campaign, whether by defending itself, absorbing the punishment, or obtaining 
relief from third-party intervention.32 A state so targeted often proves willing to 
endure tremendous punishment, under the logic that doing so, though painful, 
will be less distasteful than surrendering vital interests and that continuing to 
fi ght might yet prove availing.

The record of the twentieth century testifi es to this point. The British with-
stood the Blitz and the privations of the U-boat campaign in the Second World 
War, just as a few years later the Germans withstood heavy bombardment. The 
Japanese ultimately surrendered in that war, but only following the American 
use of atomic weapons and under imminent threat of Soviet and US invasion; 
the vicious fi rebombing that took such a severe toll on Japanese society was ap-
parently not enough, on its own, to persuade Tokyo to surrender.33 The North 
Koreans and North Vietnamese similarly refused to capitulate during their re-
spective wars with the United States despite intense US bombardment.34
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One lonely exception to this tendency is the NATO bombing campaign 
against Serbia in 1999, which appears to have swayed Slobodan Milošević to 
accede to Kosovo’s separation from Serbia. Yet even in this instance, NATO 
was not demanding Belgrade’s full surrender, only a partial amputation. Fur-
thermore, it appears that Belgrade gave in partly out of fear of a NATO inva-
sion. Last, unlike North Korea and North Vietnam, Serbia found itself 
diplomatically isolated, with little hope of relief from abroad.35

In other words, there is “a great deal of ruin in a nation” when its national au-
tonomy, territorial integrity, or other vital interests are on the line.36 All things 
being equal, the higher the demands levied against a targeted state, the harsher 
the punishment required if compellence is to succeed. For the punishment ap-
proach to persuade a target to concede core goods, the attacker must be able and 
willing to do harsh, cruel, even terrible things, until the targeted state’s resolve 
breaks.

An extreme punishment campaign might work against nations that are polit-
ically isolated. Such a state may have a high bar before it concedes on its core 
goods, but if it has no hope of getting relief from allies or other nations, it may 
decide that capitulation is the more prudent course. With a weakened Russia 
unwilling to protect it, Serbia eventually decided that it had to let Kosovo go.37

But a punishment campaign is less likely to work against states with allies 
and partners prepared to help their defense. Subjected to such punishment, 
states with strong support from abroad are more likely to hold on, hoping that 
they might yet be relieved by a coalition’s intervention, as the British were after 
the Blitz. The attacker, faced with such resistance, must resort to even harsher 
and crueler forms of cost imposition to try to force capitulation. Doing so, how-
ever, increases the risk that other nations will view the attacker as malignant 
and dangerous enough to warrant precisely the effective intervention the at-
tacker sought to avoid in the fi rst place.

Furthermore, if the coalition does come to the targeted state’s aid, the at-
tacker will have limited recourse to deal with such intervention under the pun-
ishment approach. One option would be to further intensify its use of punishment 
to offset whatever relief the coalition provides. Doing so, however, would 
likely make other states see the attacker as malevolent enough to justify coun-
teraction and thus to redouble their efforts to relieve the beleaguered nation.

Alternatively, the attacker could try to interdict the relief itself, for instance 
by attacking transport vessels, aircraft, or ground vehicles providing resupply. 
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Doing so, however, would necessitate expanding the scope of its military op-
erations in ways that would risk triggering unwanted counterescalation from 
the broader coalition, again setting the attacker on a path toward the larger con-
fl ict that it had sought to avoid. The risk of counterescalation would only grow 
further if the attacker’s actions were seen as disproportionate to the coalition’s 
relief efforts. This would be highly plausible, if not probable, given that mili-
tary operations required to provide suffi cient relief of the targeted state, which 
could be credibly presented as defensive and humanitarian, would likely appear 
much less escalatory than the measures required to interdict them.

The Demerits of Punishment

The punishment approach, in sum, is less likely to work when the object is to 
persuade a state to give up its core goods. Yet that is precisely what China 
would be demanding from its targets. The whole point of China’s focused and 
sequential strategy is to break members off from the anti-hegemonic coalition 
and subordinate them to China’s ambitions—and this, by defi nition, requires a 
fundamental compromise of those nations’ autonomy. The level of harshness 
China would need to bring to bear to persuade a target to subordinate itself to 
Beijing is probably very high, assuming that the target state has even moderate 
fortitude to preserve its autonomy.

Moreover, potential anti-hegemonic coalition members in Asia would likely 
exhibit at least this level of interest in preserving their autonomy. Indeed, those 
states with strong traditions of independence, such as Japan, Korea, Vietnam, 
and India, could be expected to require an exceptionally high level of punish-
ment to subordinate.

The punishment approach is also less likely to work against a nation that is 
not politically isolated. Yet by defi nition the targets for China’s focused and se-
quential strategy would not be so disconnected but would be part of a coali-
tion—either formed or in the process of forming—oriented on countering 
Beijing’s hegemonic ambitions, and Beijing’s optimal targets would be recipi-
ents of security commitments from the mighty United States.

Taiwan is the most propitious target for a Chinese punishment campaign.38 It 
is close to the Chinese mainland, has ethnic and historical ties to China, and has 
a fraught, ambiguous political status that entangles it with China. Yet even Tai-
wan, backed by its quasi-ally the United States and potentially others, is likely 
to be able to resist such a campaign. Taiwan’s populace appears suffi ciently res-
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olute to hold out under even a very tough Chinese punishment campaign, given 
its consistent opposition to forced subjugation to Beijing; overwhelming ma-
jorities of people on Taiwan oppose allowing their nation to fall under the con-
trol of the mainland.39 This means that China would likely have to use a high 
level of violence to exceed Taiwan’s threshold for giving up.

At the same time, the United States is likely to come to Taiwan’s aid because 
of Taiwan’s importance to Washington’s differentiated credibility and its mili-
tary signifi cance in the fi rst island chain. Because Washington would suffer a 
signifi cant blow, both perceptually and in practical military terms, were Taiwan 
to fall, it is unlikely to willingly cede Taiwan. Given that, and so long as Taiwan 
and the United States were suffi ciently resolute and the United States was capa-
ble of ensuring that enough supplies reached Taiwan that it could defend itself 
to the degree needed to sustain its resolve, the island could likely hold out in-
defi nitely, if painfully, against a punishment campaign by China.

In these circumstances, Beijing might escalate to try to erode US and others’ 
support for Taiwan. If Beijing sought to do so, however, rather than resigning 
themselves to fi ghting a war on terms most benefi cial to China, the United 
States and any other defending states could propose a revised set of war limita-
tions under which they would be able to strike Chinese assets involved in block-
ading or bombarding Taiwan or materially supporting those forces, while 
simultaneously seeking to deter effective Chinese counterescalation. Such an 
approach would not be easy or without cost. Indeed, a campaign designed to 
weaken China’s ability to interdict the resupply of Taiwan would almost cer-
tainly require substantial attacks against Chinese forces and facilities, including 
those on mainland Chinese territory. Any campaign targeting Chinese assets 
beyond those immediately involved in interdicting blockade runners would in-
evitably mean a widening and intensifi cation of the confl ict.

Yet even this escalation by the United States and other coalition members 
could be readily limited, since the standard for what they would need to achieve 
by escalating would be relatively low. The purpose of such attacks would not be 
to generally suppress or even necessarily lessen China’s overall military power 
but only to erode the PLA’s interdiction ability enough to allow suffi cient sup-
plies to reach Taiwan to keep it resisting in the face of Chinese blockade and 
bombardment. So long as the United States, Taiwan, and any other participating 
states had adapted or could adapt their capabilities and plans to perform this 
task, they would be well positioned to defend Taiwan. If Beijing did not want 
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to relent, it could then strike more directly and broadly at the forces and assets 
of the United States and other coalition nations. But this would greatly increase 
the chances of precipitating the larger war that China would have a most pow-
erful interest in averting.

The burden of escalation in this situation would thus fall on Beijing’s shoul-
ders. China might be able to sink ships, shoot down aircraft, and strike at the 
island. But as long as Chinese forces could not destroy, damage, or turn away 
enough ships and aircraft to undermine the resupply effort; Chinese bombard-
ment did not break the will of the people on Taiwan; and the situation appeared 
sustainable, the defenders would have the upper hand.

Critically, such a result would be a major setback for China, since Beijing 
would appear malign without being coercively effective: aggressive and cruel 
but resistible. Its menacing behavior would impress on other states the impor-
tance of balancing against it, but its failure to subordinate Taiwan would show 
that it was not so formidable that bandwagoning was the only prudent choice. 
Thus, a stalemate would very likely strengthen the anti-hegemonic coalition—a 
low bar for success.

The upshot of this is that, with neighboring countries so resistant to cost im-
position, China will fi nd it very challenging to thread the needle between using 
enough force to compel its target and not using so much force that it triggers ef-
fective coalition intervention. The high level and scale of violence required to 
subordinate its plausible targets and cut off aid to them, in other words, is pre-
cisely the kind of assault that would seem so provocative and aggressive as to 
impel the United States and other coalition members to intervene. It would also 
elicit sympathy and support from other countries, for instance in Europe, which 
could provide economic relief, important raw materials and goods, and transit 
rights while also pressuring China, such as through sanctions. During the Viet-
nam War, for instance, North Vietnam could resist American pressure not only 
because of its own fortitude and resilience but also because the United States 
feared that escalating too much might trigger painful consequences from China 
or the Soviet Union, and perhaps even direct intervention by China, as well as 
politically damaging international opprobrium.40

Moreover, even if Beijing did thread this needle—even if it found a way to 
use enough force to coerce its target but stay below the coalition’s threshold for 
intervention—the other coalition members would still need to be willing to set-
tle for losing a vulnerable counterpart, rather than escalating to try to relieve it. 
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That is, other coalition members might not object strenuously enough to the 
way the aspirant attacked their fellow coalition member—but they might still 
object sternly to the result. On that basis alone, they might choose to intervene 
or escalate regardless of the means Beijing employed.

A punishment approach would, in other words, require that other coalition 
members accept both China’s preferred parameters of the campaign and its re-
sult, rather than escalate themselves to relieve the imperiled member. To deter 
them from doing so, Beijing would have to convince them that the diffi culty, 
costs, and risks of escalating to prevent or reverse the capitulation of their fel-
low coalition member outweighed the benefi ts. Yet it would be very diffi cult for 
China to pose such a formidable threat without making those same states see it 
as such a compelling threat that they were better off counteracting it straight 
away.

This, then, is the predicament that would confront Chinese decision-makers 
as they weighed whether to pursue the punishment approach: the amount of 
punishment required to persuade a targeted state to forfeit its national auton-
omy and persuade its fellow coalition members to let it fall might very well ex-
ceed the fl oor for effective intervention by these other coalition partners, 
thereby invalidating the punishment approach’s very premise. Indeed, if the tar-
get is even moderately resolute, the punishment approach, with all its cruelties, 
might even make the attacker look more malign and aggressive than if it under-
took a direct conquest approach, which might resolve the matter quickly and 
cleanly.

An Alternative to Punishment

In summary, then, the punishment approach is likely to fail for China, even 
against a target as favorable as Taiwan. Although such a confl ict over Taiwan 
could well culminate without a decisive victory for either side, with a high but 
reasonable degree of US engagement it could very likely stabilize with Taiwan 
resisting, thereby demonstrating both the United States’ differentiated credibil-
ity and the strength of the anti-hegemonic coalition. This would represent a ma-
jor defeat for China and a success for the coalition.

The basic problem with the punishment approach is that it forfeits China’s 
ability simply to seize a target state like Taiwan. It is harder to induce submis-
sion through persuasion than it is simply to force submission through direct ac-
tion. The former leaves the target with a decisive vote whereas the latter 
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removes that variable. Conquering another state is a much more effi cient and 
reliable method of subordination than trying to persuade it to give up its free-
dom. Why bother with persuasion if you can get what you want more reliably 
and decisively by direct assault? As Napoleon put it, if you want to take Vienna, 
take Vienna.41

Moreover, relying on punishment as opposed to conquest deprives an at-
tacker like China of crucial leverage against a coalition choosing to escalate to 
relieve the target state. So long as China relies on cost imposition to bring Tai-
wan into its orbit, the coalition need only reach the relatively low bar of a toler-
able stalemate to achieve its goals; Taiwan just has to keep resisting. That could 
be very hard on the people of Taiwan, but it is, by defi nition, enough for them 
to remain autonomous, which they would likely view as preferable to submis-
sion to the kind of opponent that would blockade and bombard them so harshly. 
But if China could seize Taiwan, the coalition would have to recapture it, which 
is almost always harder than defending. In Schelling’s formulation, it then 
would be the coalition, not China, that would have to precipitate the collision.

These defects explain why blockade and bombardment strategies designed to 
force capitulation are rare in history. Plenty of stronger states could have block-
aded their targets into submission, but such attackers almost always choose 
conquest because it is so much more effective; rather than wait for their victims 
to surrender of their own accord, the attackers simply conquer the defenders. 
By the same token, there are few examples of purely or even primarily cost im-
position campaigns, and even fewer successful ones.42 A state in China’s situa-
tion is thus very likely to prefer the conquest approach.

More commonly, cost imposition is a support to a main effort to conquer and 
subordinate a target state directly. In the American Civil War, the federal gov-
ernment conducted a comprehensive blockade of the rebellious South but had 
to conquer it and defeat the Confederate armies to subordinate the southern re-
bellion. The United States in the Second World War subjected Japan to perhaps 
history’s most fearsome cost imposition campaign—what Robert Pape called 
“the most harrowing terror campaign in history”—but that campaign occurred 
alongside the destruction of Japan’s military forces and preparations to invade 
the Home Islands.43 North Vietnam waged a long cost imposition campaign in 
South Vietnam, in large part designed to erode the will of Saigon’s American 
backer to help defend it. Ultimately, though, Hanoi subjugated the south not 
through cost imposition but through invasion.
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States usually resort to blockade and bombardment as their primary strategy 
when they fail at or cannot mount an invasion. Napoleon and Hitler both con-
templated invading Great Britain before resorting to the punishment approach, 
in France’s case the Continental System and in Nazi Germany’s the U-boat 
campaign and the Blitz.44 The punishment approach is generally a fallback—by 
defi nition less attractive than the preferred alternative.

Indeed, were China to choose to rely on the punishment approach in its bid to 
achieve predominance in Asia, the choice might actually communicate to Wash-
ington that Beijing had no better options and lacked attractive recourses for es-
calation. Germany’s terror campaign in the Blitz was actually an admission that 
the German armed forces lacked a practical option for an invasion. Similarly, a 
Chinese attempt to subordinate Taiwan by blockade and bombardment without 
an invasion should probably be seen as an admission that China does not have 
an option to—or lacks confi dence in its ability to—force the island’s capitula-
tion. This could only fortify the American sense that it could effectively defend 
the island, strengthening its—and other coalition members’—willingness to es-
calate to do so.

The fundamental problem with the punishment approach, then, is that its suc-
cess rests on two factors: fi rst, the willingness of the target state to surrender at 
a level of violence below that which would provoke the state’s allies and part-
ners to intervene effectively; and second, the unwillingness of those allies and 
partners to escalate—even moderately—to relieve the target state so as to keep 
it going. If the target state is willing and able to endure, the attacker must esca-
late, and that, in turn, is likely to provoke a more formidable response by its al-
lies and partners and possibly others.

This is the paradox of the punishment approach under the shadow of coali-
tion intervention—the things the attacker must do to a resolute target and its de-
fenders are the kinds of actions that will cast doubt on its protestations of not 
being threatening to the broader coalition. These very actions will tend to in-
crease the coalition members’ resolve to intervene effectively on the target 
state’s behalf, leaving the attacker with the options to escalate and risk the 
wider war it has been trying to avoid, accept a stalemate that is tantamount to 
defeat, or fold.

It is unlikely, then, that a state strong enough to pursue a conquest approach 
would settle for the demerits of the punishment approach. Meanwhile, a state 
that is too weak to try the conquest approach probably could not make the pun-
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ishment approach work. Although a powerful state would likely include cost 
imposition in its overall strategy, it is unlikely to rely on it fully or primarily, 
given that approach’s limitations. Weakening a victim through steps like block-
ade and bombardment can make a difference, but on their own they are unlikely 
to be decisive against a resolute defender with suffi ciently powerful and com-
mitted allies and partners.

It is therefore hard to see why China would resort to the punishment ap-
proach. If it had the ability to invade and subordinate a target like Taiwan, that 
would be its better option.

The Conquest Approach

The fatal limitation of the punishment approach is that its success depends 
too heavily on persuasion. The conquest approach corrects for this defi ciency 
by relying much less on persuasion and more on brute force.

Brute Force, Coercion, and Conquest

States conquer—meaning to seize and hold part or all of another state’s ter-
ritory—through brute force, coercion, or some combination of the two.

In its purest form, without any element of coercion, conquest involves the 
killing or expulsion of all of the enemy. History offers many examples of com-
batants using brute force to simply kill or expel all of their enemies rather than 
relying on coercion to get them to accept their dominion. The Israelites, for in-
stance, are described in the book of Joshua as massacring every inhabitant of 
Jericho.45 The Romans famously sacked and razed Carthage at the end of the 
Third Punic War, killing the inhabitants or selling them into slavery. They 
treated the city of Jerusalem similarly at the end of the First Roman-Jewish 
War.46 Nor was pure brute force confi ned to battles or sieges, especially before 
the emergence of civilization. Several thousand years ago, the Yamnaya invad-
ers from the European steppe appear to have completely supplanted the male 
populations of parts of Europe, suggesting mass killing of men in particular.47

Unadulterated brute force is exceptionally rare, however, in the modern 
world. This is in large part because of the moral revulsion and opprobrium that 
would be directed at those committing mass murder that could amount to geno-
cide. But it is also because wars fought to the bitter end can be extraordinarily 
costly for the victors as well as the vanquished. The Second World War in Eu-
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rope, for instance, was largely decided by 1944, yet legions died on the Allied 
side to conquer Germany. Moreover, completely destroying or even too greatly 
weakening an enemy can lessen the value of any gains. A destroyed opponent 
is less valuable once occupied, and the costs of helping it rebuild may be great. 
Moreover, destroying an enemy can be dangerous if its resulting weakness 
causes postwar rivalries over the ensuing vacuum. Precisely in order to avoid 
this, Metternich in 1813–1814 sought to ensure that France was not too weak-
ened at the Congress of Vienna.48 Many accounts of the Cold War trace its ori-
gins in part to the vacuum left in Europe by the complete destruction of German 
power in the Second World War.49

Because of these factors, even an overwhelmingly powerful attacker that 
could get its way exclusively by brute force almost always seeks to persuade its 
opponent to stop resisting and accept its terms. It is more gainful and effi cient 
and less risky to persuade the opponent to surrender without further fi ghting, or 
at least without fi ghting to the bitter end. A modest reliance on coercion is thus 
compatible with conquest.

And defeated parties almost always oblige. Even highly resolute combatants 
almost always give up well before full destruction, recognizing that at a certain 
point, further resistance only causes more suffering and loss without changing 
the outcome.50 They are better off accepting defeat rather than futilely resisting 
further.

So the vast majority of southerners accepted total capitulation in the spring 
of 1865 rather than undertake guerrilla war against the victorious federal gov-
ernment.51 Once the Germans defeated the bulk of the French army in 1940, 
most French citizens recognized Berlin’s victory rather than risk punishment by 
the German juggernaut.52 The victors did not have to kill every southerner or 
every Frenchman to convince them to give up and accept the conqueror’s terms 
once the war’s verdict was clear. Rather, the attackers used brute force to seize 
their victims’ territory and show them that further resistance would be futile; 
coercion was reserved for persuading the defeated to accept this new reality in-
stead of fi ghting to the bitter end.

Invaders sometimes triumph even before having seized and established their 
hold on much of the enemy’s territory, if it is clear that they will irresistibly pre-
vail. Imperial Germany gave up in 1918 before the Entente Powers could in-
vade much of the Reich, reckoning that total defeat was inevitable and accepting 
it would be better than fi ghting on.53
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Coercion becomes more important for an attacker, though, when it does not 
enjoy overall military superiority over the target state. In such instances, although 
it may be able to use brute force to seize part of a target’s territory, it must rely on 
persuasion to convince the defender not to try to take back the lost territory. 
Egypt, for instance, seized the Suez Canal in 1973 and stopped there, leaving the 
bulk of Israel’s forces largely untouched in the hope that Israel would accept the 
new situation.54 Argentina tried a similar gambit in 1982 with respect to the Falk-
lands, seizing the islands but not striking at British forces farther afi eld.55

Coercion is of especially great importance to an attacker when it faces an op-
posing coalition against which it lacks military superiority. In such conditions, 
the attacker might be able to use brute force to seize part or even all of a coali-
tion member’s territory, but since the attacker cannot defeat the rest of the coa-
lition’s forces—which may include the victim’s remaining forces as well as 
those of its allies and partners—it must rely on some degree of coercion to con-
vince those states not to try hard enough to take the territory back.

The Strategic Uses of Conquest

An attacker has several ways of translating conquest into lasting political 
gains. One way is by annexation, whereby the invader assumes permanent con-
trol of the seized territory. The defeated state is incorporated into the victor’s 
territory, leaving it no real agency to resist. Poland, for instance, was simply 
dismembered in the partitions of the eighteenth century and by Germany and 
the Soviet Union in 1939. The appeal of annexation is that it gives an invader 
essentially uninhibited control over the victim state, allowing it to direct the 
state’s resources and efforts basically at will. The downside is that such control 
may not be desirable, both because of the direct costs of administering a poten-
tially restive territory and because of indirect ones, such as increasing the fear 
among other states that the attacker is a menacing imperialist.

Alternatively, the successful invader can establish supervisory control over 
its victim—something akin to a protectorate.56 In this model, the victor leaves 
the defeated state with a degree of independence but maintains the ability to in-
tervene more or less at will. Knowing that they are always subject to interven-
tion by the conqueror, decision-makers in the target state generally have little 
choice but to hew to the conqueror’s line. Often in these circumstances, a gov-
ernment emerges that is dependent on or vulnerable to the victorious power—in 
its weaker form, a puppet government. The protectorate approach allows the at-
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tacker to recede from direct control while retaining a high degree of infl uence. 
The defect is that it risks entangling the victor in the affairs of the victim state 
but without the degree of leverage that direct control entails.

Napoleon, for instance, created multiple kingdoms and other political forms 
that were dependent on France for their support and subject to intervention by 
Paris, which maintained standing armies ready to deploy to these territories.57 
Germany incorporated Northern France into the Reich and kept ample forces 
there but left much of France under the administration of the Vichy govern-
ment, which was answerable to Berlin.58 The United States conquered Japan in 
1945 and Iraq in 2003; instead of annexing their territory, it established govern-
ments in Tokyo and Baghdad that were more in line with Washington’s policies. 
This supervisory form gives the victor a high degree of power over the de-
feated, making it diffi cult if not impossible for the defeated state to pursue an 
independent policy. This approach is common for states seeking hegemony 
rather than direct imperial control, such as China.

Last, an invader may want to withdraw from its conquest more fully. In these 
circumstances, it can use the occupied territory and the commanding position 
its occupation provides as leverage to compel the target state to comply with 
other demands. This is important because conquest is very often the most effi -
cient way for an attacker to force its victim to do what it wants, even if the at-
tacker does not want to consume its victim. This approach generally involves a 
decisive defeat of part or all of the armed forces of the targeted state, and the 
use of the leverage afforded by that victory to achieve signifi cant but still mean-
ingfully limited political aims. The appeal of this approach is that it allows true 
withdrawal by an invader that wishes to limit its longer-term involvement. Its 
defect is that, precisely because the conqueror’s power is withdrawn, the con-
queror enjoys less sustained infl uence over the defeated power; this may allow 
the defeated party eventually to pursue a more adversarial course.

In the Mexican-American War, for instance, the United States roundly de-
feated the Mexican army, occupied Mexico City, and used the resulting advan-
tage to annex vast parts of its southern neighbor, while leaving Mexico’s core 
territory independent before withdrawing and demobilizing most of its army.59 
German forces occupied much of France in 1870 and 1871, but Berlin did not 
simply annex all of France to the new German Empire. Instead, Berlin prima-
rily used the victory to extract Paris’s concession to the unifi cation of Germany 
under Prussian leadership, which France had strenuously opposed.60 In the 
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decades following the war, however, a France not subject to Berlin’s hegemony 
adopted an adversarial, revanchist policy toward Germany, and it ultimately re-
gained its lost territories after the First World War.

The latter two forms of translating conquest into lasting advantage—
establishing a protectorate and using conquered territory for political leverage—
are especially relevant today because they allow an attacker to use conquest to 
compel the opponent to comply with its demands, even if the invader has no de-
sire to annex the territory it has taken. Conquest of a victim’s territory is likely to 
be the most potent way of securing its compliance with demands on its core 
goods that it might not otherwise countenance—even if the attacker has no long-
term designs on the victim’s territory.

If the conqueror is to generate the leverage required to get the victim state to 
forfeit its core goods, though, each of these approaches—annexation, establish-
ment of a protectorate, or the use of conquered territory as leverage—requires 
that the conqueror seize and hold not just any land but what might be called the 
victim state’s key territory or, like the Entente Powers in 1918, be seen as irre-
sistibly on its way to doing so. Key territory here means the territorial source of 
a state’s political, economic, and military power; it typically includes the target 
state’s capital city and a substantial fraction of its more populous and developed 
territory. Control of this area is what gives a government its strength and mate-
riality.61 A government can exist on paper and maintain a claim to legitimacy 
without controlling this key territory, but unless it sooner or later reestablishes 
control, it will eventually come to be seen as a fi ction. Seizure of this key terri-
tory is ultimately what enables an invader to secure or impose its will over the 
target state’s core goods. If an invader cannot take and hold this key territory, 
the victim state is likely to continue resisting.

The Fait Accompli

The advantages of conquest are therefore straightforward for a potential at-
tacker that is stronger than its victim and any allies it has. The issue is more 
complicated, however, if the attacker does not enjoy such a commanding edge. 
In that case, the best way for an attacker to thread the needle between the ad-
vantages of the conquest approach and any limits in its military advantages rel-
ative to the victim and its partners is the fait accompli.

With a fait accompli, the attacker uses brute force to seize part or all of its 
victim’s territory but tailors its use of force to convince the victim and the vic-
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tim’s allies and partners that trying to reverse its gains would be some combina-
tion of unavailing, too costly and risky, and unnecessary. The fait accompli can 
take several forms. As a military strategy, it can involve the seizure of more or 
less of its victim’s territory and the defeat of more or less of its victim’s military 
while also incorporating elements of cost-imposition, such as blockades and 
bombardment.62

Regardless of the form it takes, the basic theory of victory remains the same. 
A fait accompli requires the attacker to persuade its victim, that victim’s allies 
and partners, or both to accept the new disposition after it has seized part or all 
of the victim’s territory. The attacker can do this through a number of ways. It 
can seek to persuade them that reversing its gains would fail, including by hard-
ening its defenses over the seized territory. It can also try to convince them that 
trying to regain the lost territory would be prohibitively costly and risky, not 
only by such hardening, but also by explicitly or implicitly threatening escala-
tion if they do mount the kind of counterattack needed to succeed. Last, by us-
ing force in as focused a manner as possible, the attacker can try to persuade 
them that intervening is unnecessary because the attacker does not pose a suf-
fi ciently compelling threat to those parties’ other important interests. The at-
tacker can often achieve this last effect by halting its offensive advance 
somewhere short of what seems likely to trigger an effective intervention. The 
attacker can also employ these methods in combination.

The fait accompli thus unites brute force and coercion, avoiding the punish-
ment approach’s overreliance on persuasion. Under the fait accompli, the at-
tacker no longer has to persuade the victim and its victim’s allies and partners to 
concede on the victim’s core goods but instead uses force majeure to seize them. 
If the victim is either wholly subordinated or unable to reverse the attacker’s con-
quest, this leaves only the need to persuade any remaining coalition members not 
to react strongly enough to reverse the attacker’s gains. If the victim retains the 
ability to mount a counteroffensive, however feeble, then the attacker needs to 
persuade the victim not do so. Either way, while the fait accompli involves per-
suasion, it requires signifi cantly less than that demanded by the punishment ap-
proach, since it requires only the defenders’ passivity in the face of new realities. 
In Schelling’s phrasing, it uses brute force to seize the defenders’ territory and 
then relies primarily on deterrence to persuade them to accept the new reality.

The fait accompli is thus a classic limited war strategy of a weaker power. 
Unlike a strategy that relies almost exclusively on force—which requires that 
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the attacker enjoy military superiority over all its opponents—the fait accompli 
leaves at least some of the initiative with the defenders, wagering that enough 
of the attacker’s opponents will elect concession as the more prudent course.

Conditions for the Success of a Fait Accompli

A successful fait accompli strategy depends on two conditions. First, the at-
tacker must be able to seize the territory in question—meaning it must move 
into territory a defender has left unprotected or from which it has been ejected. 
If an attacker cannot do this, it gains nothing and therefore has nothing to de-
fend. For instance, China could not seize Hawaii under any foreseeable circum-
stances. Given the distances involved, PLA forces would be detected and 
defeated well before they arrived, whether by standing and ready forces or by 
forces generated on receipt of warning. This illuminates the point that a suc-
cessful fait accompli requires that the attacker enjoy a local superiority in mili-
tary power against the targeted territory or state.

If an attacker faces capable defenders, this means that it must be able to seize 
the territory in question before its opponents can mount—or without their 
mounting—an effective defense. If the attacker can seize part or all of its vic-
tim’s territory without the victim and any allied and partner forces being able or 
deciding to muster an effective defense, then the attacker can seek to fortify its 
position, making it that much harder for its opponents to reverse its gains and 
augmenting its ability to convince them that a counterattack will prove fruit-
less. At the same time, the attacker can supplement this with the threat to esca-
late if they do attempt to seize back the lost territory. Hence a fait accompli is 
most likely to be effective in situations in which it is diffi cult—that is, requiring 
more force and consequent escalation—to dislodge an entrenched force. Be-
cause a prepared defense often has a natural advantage, this is a common 
situation.

Importantly, this condition does not require that the fait accompli be quick, 
cheap, or easy, though these attributes naturally increase its allure. Executing a 
fait accompli can take time and be hard and costly. The essence of the fait ac-
compli, rather, is the attacker’s ability to persuade the victim and its allies and 
partners not to try to regain the seized territory. It is thus largely about the re-
solve of the defenders—it exploits the reality that the defender and its allies and 
partners will typically only go so far to retake the territory in question. Success 
simply requires that the attacker be able to seize the territory in question and 
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that the victim and its allies and partners be unwilling to suffer the costs and run 
the risks needed to reverse the gains.

Second, the attacker must be able to hold the seized territory or consolidate 
its control over it. This requires preparing defenses adequate to resist a counter-
assault by the victim state and its allies and partners. Due to this requirement, if 
a territory is very hard for the attacker to defend, the fait accompli is unlikely to 
be an attractive option because, even given the new facts on the ground, some 
combination of the victim and its allies and partners will be able to readily eject 
the attacker. In such situations, it will be hard for the attacker to convince the 
defenders that intervening will prove ineffective or too costly or risky. For in-
stance, although China might be able to occupy the Senkaku Islands, it would 
fi nd it exceptionally diffi cult to defend its occupation of the tiny islets, since its 
forces would be vulnerable to ejection by a capable Japan and its American ally. 
The fait accompli is therefore not likely to be an attractive strategy for China 
for the Senkakus. That said, the standard for defensibility is not absolute; the 
attacker must simply make the new position defensible enough that the victim 
and its allies and partners judge that ejecting the attacker will be too diffi cult, 
costly, or risky for the benefi ts to be gained.

Using the Fait Accompli against a Coalition

Although an attacker can use the fait accompli against an isolated target, the 
strategy tends to be especially attractive for use against coalitions, especially 
ones whose combined strength exceeds the attacker’s. That is because, if the 
coalition is weaker, the attacker is likely better off simply defeating it outright.

In circumstances in which the attacker is weaker than the coalition it faces, a 
fait accompli can be effective for the attacker because, although the target 
state’s resolve to defend itself may be very high, it may be unable to do so on 
its own and with whatever coalition forces are available in time.63 Meanwhile, 
although the rest of the coalition may be stronger than the attacker, its mem-
bers’ resolve and readiness to come to the single member’s aid may not be high 
enough to go the distance in light of the costs and risks the attacker can impose 
on them. As discussed earlier, this is not an uncommon situation because of the 
asymmetry of interests between the state that is directly threatened and the 
other coalition members, whose interests are implicated only more indirectly.

The fait accompli tends to be most alluring when applied toward the edge of 
a defender’s or coalition’s territory and nearer to the attacker’s military center 
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of gravity, particularly when the former has areas of vulnerability along its pe-
rimeter. Such circumstances can give the attacker the local military superiority 
it needs to achieve gains and harden its defenses over them.

Instances of local military superiority against a coalition are common. This 
is because a coalition—especially an anti-hegemonic coalition—needs enough 
members to offset its adversary’s strength and naturally tends to attract that ad-
versary’s close neighbors because they are the most threatened by it. More dis-
tant and thus secure states are more likely to free ride, whether by staying out 
of the coalition entirely or by not contributing much to its defense. For instance, 
Eastern Europe is more keen for a militarily meaningful NATO today than 
Western Europe, just as Western Europe was keen for the alliance when the bor-
der with the Soviet sphere ran through the middle of Germany.

Yet these imperiled neighboring states are the very ones most directly under 
the shadow of the opposing state’s military power. Their vulnerability is pre-
cisely what makes them want to league with others to check its aims. And yet 
they remain vulnerable to their powerful neighbor, as the Eastern members of 
NATO are today and as West Germany was during the Cold War. This dynamic 
is more intense the more powerful the opponent is, particularly in the case of an 
aspiring hegemon. Its power requires additional states to balance it, but this 
means that the coalition, in embracing more states, is likely to have to take in 
more states that are subject to the aspirant’s local military superiority—and thus 
more likely to be attractive targets for a fait accompli.

Situations of a potential attacker’s local military superiority are also common 
because perimeters are not always well defended. One reason perimeters are of-
ten left underdefended is resource constraints. States rarely want to pay the 
costs of developing and deploying the maximum possible defense of their pe-
rimeters. Often reasonably, they prefer civil investment and consumption to de-
voting large portions of their economies to military expenditures.

A second reason is military. Distributing forces all along a perimeter is 
rarely a compelling idea because it violates the principle of concentration; units 
sprinkled along a line lack the potency of a more massed body and are more 
vulnerable to being penetrated by a larger force and then rolled up.64 Thus it 
may seem more effective not to meet attacks at the border but, in the interests 
of economy and concentration of force, to wait until the attacker has made its 
move and spent its momentum before responding decisively to expel or destroy 
them.
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Moreover, to minimize the burdens military forces place on society, states 
generally rely on warning to mobilize their full military potential. Indeed, the 
time and conditions required for warning and reinforcement to function effec-
tively are important features attendant to fait accompli scenarios.65 An attacker 
may seek to exploit temporary local advantages that stem from the difference 
between the standing or shorter-notice defenses of the targeted territory and a 
more fully generated mobilization by the defender or defending coalition. Thus 
a fait accompli is especially attractive when a signifi cant gap exists between the 
level of a routine defense and that of a fully mobilized one. Israel in the early 
1970s, for instance, relied heavily on warning and mobilization for its defense. 
Aware of this, Cairo deliberately employed a cry wolf approach designed to di-
minish Israel’s propensity to call up and deploy its forces on receipt of warning, 
leaving the Israelis unprepared when Egypt seized the Suez Canal to start the 
Yom Kippur War.66

Last, political and diplomatic reasons can also result in an ill-defended pe-
rimeter. Some coalition member states may lack an effective perimeter defense 
because they do not wish to host foreign forces or because other member states 
object to deploying their own forces there. Norway during the Cold War re-
fused to base foreign forces on its soil. Today, Taiwan is the most vulnerable 
part of the US security perimeter, but there are major international political bar-
riers to basing US or other forces there.67

Thus defenses of peripheral territory are often inadequate, especially in far-
fl ung coalition networks, making it not uncommon for a potential attacker to 
enjoy situations of local military advantage that enable a fait accompli strategy. 
Because the attacker can choose the location and timing of its assault, it can ex-
ploit these weaker or more poorly defended parts of the defending coalition’s 
boundaries to seize territory.

But as noted earlier, to make the fait accompli strategy attractive, any gains 
that can be secured from such a local advantage must be defensible. If the at-
tacker can be readily ejected, the fait accompli has little appeal. As a general 
rule, however, territory nearer to the attacker, and especially to areas where the 
attacker can concentrate its military power, is more likely to be more defensible 
once seized. Contiguity and proximity are advantages because military power 
is generally limited by distance, especially when that distance is contested.

This military reality is a product of physics. War is a matter of violence pro-
duced using material implements, and those implements are diffi cult and costly to 
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project through space. Missiles, radars, aircraft, and air defense systems have fi nite 
ranges; deploying them forward allows them to threaten new targets, but the costs 
and diffi culties of such movements increase with the distance the materials must 
be transported, especially when the movements demand new logistics networks 
and infrastructure. Then, too, terrain and culture are likely to be more familiar the 
closer they are. A bordering or nearby territory is therefore generally easier to in-
corporate into an attacker’s existing defense architecture than a distant one.

Thus an attacker can more readily seize nearby territory and simply extend its 
existing defensive architecture outward, since a contiguous or proximate territory 
is unlikely to require dramatic changes to a state’s military forces or posture. The 
ranges of existing weapons may already encompass the nearby target, mobile 
systems can be relatively easily moved forward, and extant logistics networks 
can be simply extended rather than created wholly anew. Of course there are lim-
its: the point attenuates as one extends farther out. Trying to incorporate Soviet 
Russia into its sphere of military dominance, for instance, was a different matter 
for Germany in the Second World War than doing so to neighboring Holland or 
France. A nearby island is harder to incorporate because it involves crossing wa-
ter, and a territory across a major mountain range or desert may also present dif-
fi culties. But in general, proximity is a proxy for ease of incorporation.

The weaker the defense perimeter and the greater the aspirant’s ability to de-
fend its gains, then, the more attractive the fait accompli will be. When the aspir-
ant faces a coalition, the weaker the coalition’s forward defense and the more 
readily its peripheral members can be defended by the invader once gained, the 
more alluring the fait accompli is for the attacker. Moreover, because the fait ac-
compli is an especially attractive strategy for a state that, while facing a stronger 
coalition, can muster superiority over an individual member or members, it is an 
ideal strategy for exploiting the gap between the coalition’s latent power and how 
much that coalition is realistically willing to dedicate to contesting a focused in-
vasion that would be diffi cult, costly, and risky to reverse. The fait accompli is 
thus the optimal strategy for a weaker aspirant against a coalition that is stronger 
all told but may not be suffi ciently resolute to apply its superior power.

Using the Fait Accompli to Fracture an Anti-Hegemonic Coalition

An aspiring hegemon can try to fracture a coalition arrayed against it by us-
ing the fait accompli to compel a victim state to disaffi liate from the coalition. 
This will weaken the coalition by removing the power of the victim state, but as 
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if not more importantly, it will demonstrate the coalition’s unwillingness or in-
ability to effectively defend at least some vulnerable members, which will un-
dermine other vulnerable states’ confi dence in the coalition, increasing the 
chances that these states will disaffi liate or distance themselves from it. This 
dynamic will be especially intense if the vulnerable member state is an ally of 
other coalition members, putting these allies’ differentiated credibility at stake, 
since this result will show the hollowness of this alliance and those like it. And 
diminishing the differentiated credibility of such alliances, which are likely to 
be critical for the coalition’s success, will be especially damaging to it.

Clearly, this strategy is especially relevant for an aspiring regional hegemon 
facing an anti-hegemonic coalition, especially one composed of constituent al-
liances designed to reassure vulnerable states—as the US-led coalition against 
China would be. As we have seen, such a coalition, to be effective, must pro-
vide enough reassurance to vulnerable member states that it keeps enough such 
states on its side to outweigh an aspiring hegemon like China in the regional 
balance of power. If the aspirant can force or induce enough such states to sep-
arate from the coalition, it can eventually gain more power in the regional bal-
ance and be able to establish its hegemony over the region. It can do this 
sequentially, isolating states one by one in order to separate them from the anti-
hegemonic coalition while avoiding a larger war that it will too likely lose, un-
til the balance shifts. This is the focused and sequential strategy.

The fait accompli is ideally suited to this strategy, since it is precisely a means 
to isolate a vulnerable part of a coalition in a manner designed to avoid initiating 
that larger confl ict the aspirant will too likely lose. The aspirant can then repeat the 
fait accompli against other coalition members until the balance has shifted and it 
is ready to risk a systemic regional war to establish its predominance.

Making such a strategy work against an anti-hegemonic coalition, however, 
requires not just any form of fait accompli. Simply seizing and holding some 
arbitrary part of a victim state’s territory is not enough. The goal is disaffi liation 
of the target from the coalition, and inducing a state to disaffi liate from an alli-
ance or coalition will almost certainly impinge on its core goods. The whole 
point of membership in such an alliance—and in the coalition—is precisely to 
protect the state’s core goods, especially its political autonomy. Getting the 
state to give up its core goods will therefore require a degree of leverage 
that can plausibly come only from holding its key territory. The fait accompli in 
this context must therefore involve seizing and holding the victim state’s key 
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territory. Once an invader has done this, it can force or compel the victim’s 
disaffi liation from the coalition and any constituent alliances by annexing the 
victim, installing a friendly government over it, or using the captured territory 
as leverage to coerce the victim’s government. If the attacker does not seize and 
hold its victim’s key territory, conversely, that victim is likely to continue 
resisting. Indeed, the People’s Republic took the Yijiangshan and Dachen Is-
lands from the Republic of China during the First Taiwan Strait Crisis, yet 
Taipei retained its affi liation with the United States.

The Fait Accompli in China’s Strategic Calculus

Because it is so well suited to fracturing an anti-hegemonic coalition that is 
stronger all told than the aspirant, the fait accompli is the ideal strategy for Be-
ijing.68 It is precisely designed to enable a locally strong state to pick off mem-
bers of a stronger coalition by exploiting that group’s internal divergences in 
threat perception and resolve. China is much stronger than any other state in 
Asia, and it can increasingly project major military force against neighbors like 
Taiwan, the Philippines, and Vietnam. Effectively applied, this strategy would 
allow Beijing to isolate and pick off members of the anti-hegemonic coalition, 
progressively weakening it until it hollowed out or collapsed.

The utility of the fait accompli—and by extension the importance to Beijing 
of having the ability to conquer its neighbors—is a critical point that is often 
confused in popular discussion. Many argue that Beijing does not want to cre-
ate a territorial empire in Asia.69 This very well may be true, but it misses the 
point from a military planning point of view. Even if it does not want to directly 
control or annex other states, China does aspire to be the predominant power in 
Asia, and that means overcoming any anti-hegemonic coalition or preventing 
one from forming. The best way for it to do so is by using a focused and sequen-
tial strategy to compel states to leave the coalition. Yet as we have seen, the 
punishment approach is unlikely to give China the leverage it needs to achieve 
this end. Rather, Beijing’s better course is to use the fait accompli against coali-
tion members, conquering their key territory in order to compel their disaffi lia-
tion from the coalition. Therefore, from a practical military point of view, China 
will want to be able to conquer substantial parts of Asia. This is because only 
the ability to seize and hold the territory of its neighbors will give Beijing the 
degree of power needed to force key regional states to disaffi liate from alliance 
with the United States and from the anti-hegemonic coalition more broadly.
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Importantly, with the exception of Taiwan, which Beijing considers a rene-
gade province, China’s political aim in executing this strategy would very 
likely not be annexation of any occupied territory. China is already a very large 
state. There is little reason to think that Beijing judges extension of its borders 
as the best route to its goals. Moreover, territorial aggrandizement is especially 
likely to make a state appear menacing. Thus, although China may possibly 
pursue territorial expansion, it is not necessary for it to do so to gain regional 
hegemony and could well backfi re, as Germany’s taking of Alsace and Lorraine 
in the peace settlement following the Franco-Prussian War contributed to 
French hostility under the Third Republic.70 Rather, Beijing’s core demand of 
any targeted state would more probably be that it disaffi liate from an alliance 
with the United States, if applicable, and the anti-hegemonic coalition.

China’s optimal way of employing the fait accompli would be to start with the 
states or territories against which it has the best ability to conduct such a strategy—
in other words, states that are some combination of within or near the orbit of its 
military power and are inadequately defended. Nearby states are likely to be within 
the shadow of China’s military power and are more likely to be readily defensible 
once conquered. If China could use the fait accompli to subordinate these states, it 
could then consolidate and extend its military reach, before replicating this strat-
egy against other, more distant regional states until the coalition collapsed.

Given that Beijing would profi t most from subordinating a US ally within 
the anti-hegemonic coalition, China’s best, most consequential strategy for es-
tablishing hegemony would be to employ the fait accompli to conquer the key 
territory of a contiguous or proximate state or entity that is part of the anti-
hegemonic coalition, ideally one that has a security commitment from the 
United States. This would necessitate defeating the victim’s military forces and 
conquering its key territory in order to compel its surrender.

Such an approach, if successful, would directly implicate the United States’ 
differentiated credibility, sending the clearest possible signal of the distinct 
and perhaps fatal limitations of Washington’s guarantees and thus of the po-
tency of the coalition as a whole. If China could then execute the fait accompli 
against enough other targets, it could avert the formation, materially under-
mine, or break apart such a coalition, allowing Beijing to establish itself as the 
region’s hegemon.

China enjoys local military superiority over Taiwan to a greater extent 
than it does relative to any other member of the anti-hegemonic coalition.71 
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Consequently, and in addition to the reasons discussed previously for why Tai-
wan is China’s most attractive initial target, China’s most net gainful strategy is 
to attempt a fait accompli against Taiwan fi rst. Beijing would very likely need 
to seize much of the main island of Taiwan itself, particularly Taipei and adjoin-
ing areas, to bring about Taiwan’s government’s capitulation. Seizing territory 
of lesser signifi cance would not suffi ce. Taking Quemoy and Matsu, for in-
stance, would be very unlikely to yield Taiwan’s surrender.

Being nearby, Taiwan would be relatively defensible by China if seized. 
Once done, China could transport material across the Taiwan Strait and also 
protect its gains using its military power on the mainland. The bulk of the for-
midable assets that China has developed to interdict US military intervention 
would be readily usable to defend a Chinese-held Taiwan. Were Beijing to seize 
Taiwan, it could also make use of the island as a launching point for subsequent 
attacks on other members of the anti-hegemonial coalition—the Taiwan cork 
would have been removed. 

The Philippines would be an attractive next target. Indeed, given the growth 
of Beijing’s power projection capabilities, China could be able to launch expe-
ditionary operations against the Philippines by the late 2020s.72 As with Taiwan, 
Chinese forces would need to seize the Philippines’ key territory—probably at 
least most or all of Luzon—to generate enough leverage to compel it to disaf-
fi liate from its US alliance.

Following the Philippines, Beijing could turn its eyes toward Vietnam and 
other targets in Southeast Asia. If the United States and other potential defend-
ers had not already established a powerful defensive architecture to negate this 
strategy, Beijing could seize the key territory of one or more of these states and 
then present the anti-hegemonic coalition with such a powerful defensive posi-
tion that it would seem too diffi cult and risky to try to reverse Beijing’s gains. 
Over time, the sequential application of the fait accompli could allow China to 
annex Taiwan and subordinate a suffi cient number of other regional actors that 
any remaining actors—for instance, Japan, India, and Australia—no longer 
viewed the anti-hegemonic coalition as a reliable counterweight to Beijing. 
Those states’ incentives to join or remain in the anti-hegemonic coalition would 
decline as a result, ceding to Beijing the mantle of regional hegemony.
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HOW, THEN, SHOULD THE UNITED STATES respond to this, China’s best strategy?
To repeat, the United States’ orienting purpose is to maintain the effective-

ness of the anti-hegemonic coalition. As long as the coalition is stronger than 
China and functions effectively, Beijing cannot attain the regional predomi-
nance it seeks. Because of the central importance of US differentiated credibil-
ity to the coalition’s proper functioning, the United States must ensure an 
effective defense of each ally, including the most vulnerable states. An effective 
defense means one suffi cient to maintain the attacked ally’s expected contribu-
tions to the coalition—in practical terms, to avoid its being conquered or sub-
ordinated into bandwagoning or neutralization—in the face of Beijing’s best 
strategy.

The Infeasibility of Restoring Dominance

The most attractive military strategy for the United States is dominance. In 
such a model, the United States could readily, decisively, and at relatively low 
cost defeat a Chinese assault on an ally, with no good way for Beijing to esca-
late.1 This sort of dominance, because it allows one to defeat the adversary’s at-
tack directly and at relatively low cost, imposes very little burden on the 
defender’s resolve. If an action calls for minimal sacrifi ce or risk, one is much 
more likely to do it, even if for a lower benefi t.

The United States enjoyed this kind of dominance over China with respect to 
US security partners until recently. In the 1990s and 2000s, China simply could 
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not project meaningful, let alone decisive, military power even against 
Taiwan. In such a world, had Beijing sought to invade Taiwan, Chinese vessels 
would have been sunk quickly, its aircraft shot down or destroyed on the 
ground, and its missiles intercepted or done little real damage.2 Although Bei-
jing had a nuclear arsenal, a strike against the United States in the context of a 
losing attack on Taiwan would have been the most certain way of eliciting a 
devastating US riposte. The burden of escalation thus lay exceptionally heavily 
on China.

But even though US military dominance over China is certainly desirable, it 
is simply no longer attainable, particularly with respect to Beijing’s ability to 
apply the focused and sequential strategy against the anti-hegemonic coalition. 
The most important reason for this is simply the enormous size and sophistica-
tion of the Chinese economy. In purchasing power parity terms it is already 
larger than America’s, and China has been vigorously turning this economic 
strength into military power. Moreover, its defense expenditures are consider-
ably lower than they might be. Indeed, China spends a smaller share of its 
gross domestic product on defense than the United States does.3 If the United 
States tried to spend its way to dominance, China could very likely negate such 
an effort. Moreover, given the enormous demands of attempting to attain dom-
inance against a power like China, the economic costs could be crippling, seri-
ously stressing the US economy, the ultimate source of America’s military 
strength.

The second reason is geography. The coalition states that Beijing would most 
advantageously target are far from America but close to China. And as dis-
cussed, distance matters greatly in military affairs. China’s wealth and Asia’s 
distance from America mean that the United States will simply be unable to re-
establish dominance over China.4

Moreover, a US attempt to reestablish dominance would likely be counter-
productive. Straining after infeasible military missions is more likely to lead to 
waste than to graceful failure. For instance, trying to suppress or take down 
broad swathes of China’s integrated air defense systems—rather than opening 
select parts of it on an as-needed basis—is likely to consume an enormous 
number of munitions that could be used for other purposes. Likewise, seeking 
to completely dominate the threat from Chinese mobile missile strike systems 
would consume an inordinate amount of intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance assets and bandwidth; missiles and other strike capabilities; defen-
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sive systems; and other capabilities, denuding the United States of critical 
assets for other key missions, for instance, striking at invading ships or aircraft. 
And such an effort would probably require far more time than US forces would 
have before any invasion force could successfully prosecute its assault.

For all of these reasons, the United States therefore should not seek to restore 
dominance over China with respect to defending vulnerable allies in the anti-
hegemonic coalition.

The False Allure of Cost Imposition Strategies

An alluring alternative for the United States, rather than directly contest a fait 
accompli attempt, is to rely on the imposition of cost—especially through hori-
zontal escalation, or widening the war and imposing costs on China beyond the 
immediate area of battle—in order to compel Beijing to disgorge its gains. This 
strategy, a variant of the punishment approach, has a superfi cial appeal because 
it may appear to leverage existing US advantages in global military power 
against China’s local strength in the Western Pacifi c.5 Horizontal escalation is, 
however, a losing strategy for the United States in the face of Beijing’s use of 
the focused and sequential strategy.

This is fundamentally because horizontal escalation relies on attacking things 
that Beijing is likely to value less than the target of its focused and sequential 
strategy. Horizontal escalation would, for instance, seek to compel Beijing to 
give up on Taiwan or the Philippines by imposing costs on its interests farther 
afi eld, perhaps outside Asia. Yet China’s best way to gain global preeminence 
is fi rst to establish regional hegemony in Asia. It has every reason to select tar-
gets that would help it do so, and that it thus would value more than, for exam-
ple, bases in Africa or energy facilities in the Middle East. In other words, from 
China’s perspective, the gains from subordinating Taiwan, the Philippines, and 
other US allies in Asia would greatly outweigh the loss of access to Chinese 
bases or other interests farther afi eld, which in any case could be replaced once 
Beijing gained mastery of Asia.

Moreover, the strategy would almost certainly be a wasting one. Once China 
recognized that the United States was not seeking to directly defend its allies in 
the Western Pacifi c but was attacking China’s assets farther afi eld, Beijing 
could adapt its military accordingly. It could adjust the PLA’s force structure, 
posture, and operational concepts to shift away from the near battle, which was 
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no longer being contested, to focus on protecting those more distant assets and 
on menacing America’s own. Given that US interests are far more dispersed 
around the world than China’s, it seems likely that the United States would suf-
fer more than it gained by globalizing the competition.6

Last, because of these factors, such a strategy would almost certainly be poi-
sonous to US efforts to form, sustain, and cohere an anti-hegemonic coalition 
in Asia. States near to China would recognize that the United States was not 
seeking to directly defend them but rather forlornly hoping to compel mighty 
China to give them up. This is almost sure to promote bandwagoning by states 
that were otherwise inclined to participate in the coalition.

Nor do vertical escalation strategies make sense for America. The United 
States needs a strategy that correlates the costs and risks of fi ghting over impor-
tant but limited stakes with what Americans are prepared to bear; it accordingly 
needs to keep the burden of escalation on China. Vertical escalation strategies, 
such as relying on punishment strikes against China to get it to disgorge any 
gains, including with nuclear weapons, have limited effectiveness in compel-
ling a resolute opponent. Thus seeking to compel China to give up Taiwan or 
the Philippines by escalating to harsh conventional or nuclear attacks would al-
most certainly bring about a hardening of Chinese resolve while giving China a 
legitimate excuse to respond in kind, all without reversing local defeat. This 
would result in grave devastation to America and very likely failure. Relying on 
horizontal or vertical escalation strategies is therefore exceptionally ill-advised 
for the United States.

The Best US Strategy: Denial Defense

The question, then, is whether there is an approach that will allow the United 
States to effectively defend its allies in the anti-hegemonic coalition against a 
very powerful China and its limited war strategy. There is, and we might call 
it denial defense. This approach focuses on denial rather than dominance—
specifi cally, denial of China’s ability to fulfi ll the crucial victory conditions 
required to make its best strategy work.7

A denial strategy relies on a fundamental aspect of the geopolitical situation: 
China is the power seeking to use military force to change things. Beijing would 
be seeking to force or persuade a vulnerable member state, particularly a US 
ally, to cease affi liating with the anti-hegemonic coalition. In practice, this is 
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tantamount to an allied state altering its core strategic orientation. China’s stra-
tegic goals are therefore offensive in the most basic sense—Beijing seeks to 
forcibly change the political status of states. The best way for it to achieve this 
is to seize and hold the target state’s key territory.

If China failed to meet this threshold, then by defi nition the vulnerable state 
would still be resisting and adding its weight to the coalition. The differentiated 
credibility of the United States and any other implicated allies would be upheld. 
And the anti-hegemonic coalition would continue to function, preserving its 
own coherence and integrity and balancing Chinese power.

In simpler terms, success for China is to subordinate the targeted state; defeat 
is to fail to do so. Success for the alliance, and thus for the anti-hegemonic coa-
lition, is to keep the targeted state in the fold. As long as the defense is strong 
enough to keep the ally on side and affi liated with the coalition, then it is suc-
ceeding in its core strategic purpose.

This, then, is an effective defense. Critically, meeting this standard does not 
require dominance, only the ability to prevent the adversary from achieving its 
objectives. China, the aspirant, is the one that requires dominance or at least a 
very high standard of local military advantage. The United States and other de-
fending states do not; they merely need to deny China the degree of advantage 
it needs to consummate its invasion. As Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding said 
of the defense of Britain in 1940, “There was a distinct difference between the 
objectives of the opposing sides. The Germans were aimed to facilitate an am-
phibious landing across the Channel, to invade this country, and so to fi nish the 
war. Now, I wasn’t trying with Fighter Command to win the war. I was trying 
desperately to prevent the Germans from succeeding in their preparations for an 
invasion. Mine was the purely defensive role of trying to stop the possibility of 
an invasion. . . . We might win or we might lose the war, or we might agree on 
a truce—anything might happen in the future. But it was Germany’s objective 
to win the war by invasion, and it was my job to prevent an invasion from 
taking place.”8

This is not to say that denial is the ideal standard for the defenders. Denial of 
invasion and nothing more might be enormously frustrating and painful, par-
ticularly for the targeted state. The point is only that this is the bar for success—
more would be better, but the threshold for the defenders is relatively low. This 
also makes deterrence of war in the fi rst place, though by no means easy, more 
feasible.
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A denial standard is highly compatible with an effective coalition approach 
to limited war. This is because the United States and other engaged states can 
employ a denial approach in such a way as to make China bear the burden of 
escalation. This is especially important because the United States, as the cor-
nerstone external balancer, is likely the decisive factor not only in the immedi-
ate confl ict but for the success of the anti-hegemonic coalition as a whole. 
Suffi cient American resolve is critical for that success—yet the resolve of 
Americans cannot be presumed in a focused war with China in Asia. But the 
more China is framed as the initiator of escalation, the more that will catalyze 
American and other states’ resolve.

The United States and other defenders’ preferred approach to negating China’s 
best strategy should therefore aim at frustrating the opponent’s ability to subordi-
nate the targeted state in as direct and focused a way as possible. In other words, 
such a defense would meet the adversary’s focused and sequential strategy on its 
own strategic terms by denying its efforts against the vulnerable state. It would 
seek to keep US and other defenders’ actions as focused and constrained as possi-
ble so that China, not the United States and its allies and partners, would bear the 
burden of escalation. Effectively done, this approach would mean that China would 
need to expand or otherwise escalate the war in order to try to meet its threshold—
but in doing so, it would strengthen the US and others’ resolve to defeat it.

How would such a defense work? As we saw in the previous chapter, Bei-
jing’s best strategy against a vulnerable state is the fait accompli. If the defend-
ers can deny the fait accompli, China will be forced into a punishment approach 
or a protracted war, since neither horizontal nor vertical escalation could save 
its failed bid at conquest. And neither a punishment approach nor a protracted 
war is likely to yield Beijing’s desired outcome.

The focus of US defense planning should therefore be to deny China’s ability 
to effectuate a fait accompli against its allies within the anti-hegemonic coali-
tion. And because Taiwan is the most attractive target within the coalition, the 
United States and (to the extent that they are willing to contribute) other coali-
tion states must focus on preparing to deny a Chinese fait accompli against Tai-
wan. If they can deny China the ability to invade and hold Taiwan, they can 
almost certainly do the same for the Philippines, Japan, or other coalition mem-
bers. So long as they ensure that Beijing is not able to subordinate such allies 
within the anti-hegemonic coalition, that coalition will cohere and balance a 
rising China.
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Denying the Fait Accompli

As discussed in the preceding chapter, the two conditions of success for the 
fait accompli are: (1) for the attacker to seize the victim’s key territory; and (2) 
for the attacker to hold that key territory. If the defenders can deny either of 
these conditions, the fait accompli fails.

Denial Option 1: Denying the Attacker’s Ability to Seize Key Territory

The fi rst thing an attacker must do to consummate a fait accompli is seize the 
target state’s key territory. As noted before, seize here means to move into ter-
ritory a defender has left unprotected or from which it has been ejected. If the 
attacker fails to seize the key territory, then there is no fait accompli.

The fi rst option for defeating a fait accompli, then, is to deny the attacker’s 
ability to seize the target state’s key territory in the fi rst place. Defenders can 
meet this criterion by destroying or disabling all of the invader’s forces before 
they arrive at its key territory. Or they can destroy or disable enough of the in-
vader’s forces that those that do reach the target state are insuffi cient to seize its 
key territory. Enough, in this usage, might refer either to a certain number of 
forces or to certain kinds of forces. If an invader’s ability to seize key territory 
depends on its ability to deliver particular numbers or kinds of units to the tar-
get state, preventing those units’ arrival should be suffi cient to defeat the fait 
accompli.

The defenders do not necessarily have to eliminate the entire fi rst wave of in-
vasion forces in order to prevent the attacker from seizing key territory. Nor do 
they necessarily have to destroy fully all the waves that follow. This is because 
denying an attacker’s ability to seize key territory is not an all-or-nothing prop-
osition. Unless the fi rst wave of the invasion has the numbers and types of 
forces required to seize the target state’s key territory, the invasion’s success 
will depend on the attacker’s ability to deliver enough of the right types of 
forces in subsequent waves. If the defenders can prevent that from happening, 
they should be able to prevent the fait accompli.

The degree to which defenders are able to prevent an invasion force from reach-
ing its territory depends on several factors. Of these, geography plays an espe-
cially important role. That geography is infl uential on military affairs is an ancient 
truism: the annals of military history are fi lled with discussions of the importance 
of geography on military strategies, from Hannibal’s surprise crossing of the Alps 
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to the Allies’ diffi culties getting across the Rhine. Geography can have an espe-
cially infl uential—even determinative—effect on an invasion’s outcome, espe-
cially when the war’s belligerents are otherwise closely matched.9 Where the 
geography favors the offense, the defenders will have a harder time keeping inva-
sion forces from reaching and penetrating their lines; the reverse will hold where 
defenders have a geographic advantage.

Crucially, the geography of the area of potential military confl ict between 
China and the anti-hegemonic coalition is likely to favor the defenders.10 Most 
of the plausible coalition members are separated from China by geographical 
features that would greatly complicate a Chinese invasion and would make de-
feating a Chinese fait accompli an attainable goal. India, for instance, is sepa-
rated from China by the Himalayas, which are inhospitable to major military 
operations. South Korea and Malaysia are accessible by land from China, but 
both are situated on peninsulas, which serve to channel ground invasion forces 
and thus aid the defense.11 Of the plausible coalition members that are readily 
accessible to Chinese forces by land, only Vietnam, whose key territory is 
separated from China by relatively passable terrain, fi nds itself particularly 
vulnerable to Chinese invasion.12

The other plausible members of the anti-hegemonic coalition—Japan, Aus-
tralia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Indonesia—are separated from China by 
bodies of water. This list includes all of America’s allies in the region except 
South Korea. It also includes America’s most important regional ally, Japan, as 
well as the two most attractive targets for a Chinese fait accompli—Taiwan and 
the Philippines. These states benefi t from what John Mearsheimer termed “the 
stopping power of water.” As Mearsheimer argued, following in a long tradition 
of military analysis, it is generally far more diffi cult to move an invasion force 
across a large body of water than to move it across land. As a consequence, po-
tential attackers have historically struggled to mount large-scale invasions in-
volving the delivery of large numbers of ground forces across water, especially 
when control of those waters is contested.13

This is not to say that invasions across water cannot be mounted. History tes-
tifi es otherwise. During the Second World War, the United States delivered 
forces across both the Atlantic and Pacifi c Oceans in the face of determined en-
emy opposition. The Japanese did likewise in Asia in 1941–1942. In earlier 
eras, the British, Dutch, and Portuguese used the seas to mount invasions 
around the world.
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But in the face of a capable defender, an invasion’s success across water de-
pends heavily on the attacker’s ability to achieve something approaching naval 
and air dominance in the areas through which the invasion force must pass.14 
Japan’s conquest of Southeast Asia and the Pacifi c Islands at the outset of the 
Second World War was decisively enabled by the fact that American, Britain, 
and other allies had limited forces in the Western Pacifi c. The American mili-
tary buildup was still under way in 1941, and the bulk of US naval power was 
located far distant in Hawaii and on the West Coast. Britain had minimal naval 
and air forces in East Asia because those forces were needed elsewhere. When 
Britain did send the battleship Prince of Wales and battle cruiser Repulse to the 
region without air cover, the Japanese swiftly sank them.15

The reasons an attacker confronted by a capable defender must establish na-
val and air superiority—if not dominance—in order to invade successfully by 
sea are several. First is that, unlike on land, the maritime domain offers little 
natural concealment.16 With a few exceptions, such as the open desert or tundra, 
most landscapes include such features as forest, underbrush, and tall grass; 
hills, ravines, and other landforms; and waterways such as rivers or streams that 
ground forces can use to hide their presence and movements. Artifi cial features 
such as human settlements and buildings can also provide concealment.

With the notable exception of the undersea realm, the sea offers relatively 
few options for concealment. Although different seas provide opportunities for 
concealment due to climatic, oceanographic, geologic, and other factors, these 
factors tend to offer less for effective concealment than is available on land. 
The air offers even fewer.17 Sea and air forces can seek to offset these limita-
tions with countermeasures that include speed, decoys, electronic warfare, and 
other ways of disrupting or degrading the defender’s battlefi eld situational 
awareness.18 Even so, however, all things being equal, it remains easier for a 
defender to target invading forces as they transit over a body of water than over 
land.19

The maritime domain also offers less cover—or protection from enemy fi re—
than the land does. On land, the same natural and artifi cial features that enable 
concealment can also provide cover against attack. Trees, rocks, buildings, and 
bridges can to varying degrees absorb bullets, blast, and shrapnel.20 Moreover, 
the land itself provides signifi cant protection; for example, properly constructed 
earthworks can absorb or dissipate a remarkable amount of kinetic energy, 
meaning that prepared ground forces can be very diffi cult to destroy.21 Naval 
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and air forces, however, lack analogous options for cover. Although they can use 
defensive countermeasures such as decoys and missile defenses, their ability to 
exploit the environment itself for cover is much more limited.

The maritime domain’s relative lack of concealment and cover matters be-
cause human beings are not, it hardly needs to be stressed, built to swim long 
distances, let alone fl y. The same holds true for the critical components of mod-
ern ground warfare, such as armor, artillery, and air defenses, which can be de-
signed for crossing water or fl ying only at signifi cant cost or compromise to 
their effi cacy. Practically speaking, almost all of these things therefore need to 
be carried across large bodies of water either in ships or in aircraft. The more 
personnel and equipment needing delivery, the greater the size or number of 
ships and aircraft required. Moreover, the invading ships and aircraft must put 
themselves into the area the enemy is trying to defend, exposing themselves to 
enemy action and forfeiting the opportunities for evading or frustrating enemy 
fi res that are available to naval and air forces operating at standoff range.

These realities impose distinct limitations on a large invasion force crossing 
water. The transport ships and aircraft on which the force would rely must be 
able to carry enough forces for the invasion to succeed. As a result, these plat-
forms are normally optimized for capacity—size and bulk—rather than evad-
ing enemy detection. They consequently tend to produce larger radar and other 
signatures that make them easier to target.22 And all things being equal, the 
more observable these platforms are, the easier they are to strike and ultimately 
disable or destroy.

These challenges are compounded by the reality that attrition is generally a 
more manageable problem on land. Invaders who survive an attack on a ground 
formation can often leave their disabled or destroyed vehicles, gather whatever 
equipment survived the attack, and either forge ahead with their invasion by 
mounting undamaged or repaired vehicles, commandeering other transportation, 
or even proceeding on foot, or else dig in to enable other invaders. The same can-
not so easily be done when invading by ship or aircraft. Invaders who survive a 
sinking ship will be cast into the water or put to sea essentially helplessly in life-
boats, while their equipment, especially heavy equipment, is likely to go down 
with the ship. Invaders and equipment aboard a struck aircraft are even less 
likely to survive, much less proceed with an invasion. Moreover, vehicles dam-
aged or destroyed on land can be more readily repaired or replaced in the battle 
area, given the generally greater complexity of transport ships and aircraft.23
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The high cost of developing the platforms required to move a large force 
across a large body of water also means that states have less margin for error 
when attempting an invasion by sea. Because the ships and aircraft required to 
deliver forces over water are more expensive than those required to mount a 
land invasion, states tend to possess shallower reserves and have a harder time 
replacing them when they are lost. The attacker therefore has a powerful incen-
tive to be judicious with its precious naval and air transport capabilities. If too 
many transport ships or aircraft are lost, particularly early in an invasion, then 
the invasion itself will have to be aborted, and it may take a long time before 
similar assets can be mustered again for another attempt.

For all of these reasons, an invasion force is highly vulnerable when crossing 
water. And this is especially true for the transport ships and aircraft carrying 
soldiers, tanks, artillery, and other equipment critical for victory once the force 
has landed. These platforms must be very well defended. This is why, against a 
capable defender, the ability to partially defend these ships and aircraft is not 
enough. An attacker needs naval and air superiority, if not dominance, to de-
liver an invasion force to its destination.

This was true in earlier eras. During the Second World War, the Allies recog-
nized that to invade Europe they fi rst had to secure naval and air superiority 
over the English Channel so that the Allied fl otilla could pass uninhibited across 
it. German naval forces played a negligible role in the Normandy invasion, and 
German air forces, fl ying a tiny fraction of the nearly fi fteen thousand sorties 
that Allied air forces did, shot down no Allied aircraft on D-Day.24

But the need for an attacker to have something approaching naval and air 
dominance before undertaking an invasion by sea is even more acute today, un-
der what has been termed the “mature precision strike regime.”25 This phrase 
refers to the great advances in modern militaries’ ability to strike precisely at 
targets, including moving targets, at greater ranges and under more conditions. 
These trends further reduce the opportunities for concealment or cover availa-
ble to sea and airborne forces, accentuating the defensive advantages against 
invasion afforded by the maritime domain.

For context, in the Second World War, it took roughly a thousand US bomb-
ers carrying nine thousand bombs—a payload of over two million pounds—to 
achieve high confi dence of destroying a single major target in Germany. With 
the introduction of laser-guided munitions in the Vietnam War, that rate dramat-
ically improved; destroying the Thanh Hoa Bridge in North Vietnam required 
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only fourteen F-4 aircraft carrying nine three-thousand-pound and fi fteen two-
thousand-pound laser-guided bombs and forty-eight fi ve-hundred-pound un-
guided Mark-82 bombs—less than one-twentieth the payload needed in the 
Second World War. The rate improved even further in the 1980s and 1990s with 
the maturation of the so-called Second Offset technologies, and it has continued 
to do so since then. Today, an aircraft carrying dozens of bombs or cruise mis-
siles can strike accurately at dozens of targets.26 Militaries such as those of the 
United States and China can thus launch large numbers of extraordinarily pre-
cise guided projectiles carrying a wide range of devastatingly effective war-
heads. Moreover, these projectiles can be specifi cally designed to penetrate the 
opponent’s air and missile defense systems through a range of techniques, such 
as stealth, electronic jamming, decoys, fl ight profi le, and pack tactics.27

Against a ready and capable adversary, precision strike technologies are by 
no means perfectly effective. They rely on kill chains—the network of systems 
and associated procedures required to fi nd, identify, track, and engage enemy 
targets—to deliver effects.28 Those kill chains, in turn, can be disrupted, de-
graded, or destroyed by many means, ranging from the use of deception and 
concealment to confuse targeteers through kinetic or nonkinetic attacks on the 
satellites or aircraft used to cue a munition, through countermeasures directed 
at a missile’s seeker, to kinetic missile-defeat options at a munition’s fi nal 
approach.29

But a force’s ability to disrupt, degrade, or destroy its enemy’s kill chain de-
pends on a host of factors. Here again, geography plays a crucial role. For all 
the reasons discussed earlier, the land domain offers more options for frustrat-
ing an enemy’s kill chain than does the maritime domain. Ground forces can 
use natural and artifi cial landscape features to reduce the enemy’s ability to fi nd 
them or to diminish enemy weapons’ ability to engage them if they are found. 
Maritime forces lack the same options. These are some of the reasons why 
modern strike forces still face serious limitations in fi nding and striking mobile 
ground systems and in destroying entrenched ground forces.30 There are cer-
tainly ways that naval and air forces can disable enemy kill chains, but the 
lengths to which they must go to protect themselves are much greater—and the 
risks and consequences of failing to do so effectively are graver.

The maritime domain’s relative lack of concealment and cover, and the dif-
fi culties of replacing sea and air forces suitable for invasion, therefore make 
any invasion by sea a risky proposition. The mature precision strike regime 
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only accentuates those risks by further restricting naval and air forces’ already 
limited ability to fi nd concealment and cover in the maritime domain, leaving 
them more vulnerable to capable and well-prepared defenders.

To execute a fait accompli against a US ally in the coalition, and assuming 
the United States and other defenders were well prepared, China would very 
likely need to invade with a large force in a commensurate number of transport 
ships and aircraft. To defeat the Chinese fait accompli, the United States and 
other defenders would need only to prevent enough of those forces from reach-
ing their destination so that whatever forces did land could be prevented from 
seizing the defender’s key territory. All of these factors weigh in favor of the 
defenders’ ability to defeat a Chinese attempt to invade a member of the anti-
hegemonic coalition across a large body of water, including the US allies that 
are most likely to be targets of such an invasion: Taiwan and the Philippines.

As noted, China’s best target would be Taiwan. Even so, denying China’s 
ability to seize key territory in Taiwan is a tractable—though by no means 
easy—problem that the United States and its allies and partners can solve. It is 
true that Taiwan is relatively accessible to PLA forces, separated from China 
only by the Taiwan Strait, which is eighty miles wide at its narrowest point. Yet 
Beijing would still need to deliver enough of the right kinds of ground forces 
across that strait to execute a fait accompli. And those forces—specifi cally the 
transport ships and aircraft in which they would travel—would still be vulner-
able to interdiction by US, Taiwan, and other defending forces, which would 
have many options for frustrating and ultimately defeating a Chinese invasion.

Thus, from the outset of a confl ict, defending forces operating from a distrib-
uted, resilient force posture and across all the war-fi ghting domains might use 
a variety of methods to blunt the Chinese invasion in the air and seas surround-
ing Taiwan. One set of options would be to engage Chinese invasion forces be-
fore they even got under way. The defenders might, for instance, seek to disable 
or destroy Chinese transport ships and aircraft before they left Chinese ports or 
airstrips. The defenders might also try to obstruct key ports; neutralize key ele-
ments of Chinese command and control and intelligence, surveillance, and re-
connaissance networks; or attack other critical enablers, including other targets 
on the Chinese mainland, so that surviving assets were more vulnerable to in-
terdiction when they entered the Taiwan Strait. And once Chinese forces en-
tered the strait, US and other defending forces could use a variety of methods 
to disable or destroy Chinese transport ships and aircraft. These defenses could 
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be expected to grow in number and density as Chinese forces neared the Taiwan 
littorals. The ultimate purpose of such a layered defense would be to ensure that 
no Chinese ground forces actually made it to Taiwan or that those that did sur-
vive the strait crossing were insuffi cient to seize Taiwan’s key territory.

The United States and its allies and partners might employ a variety of op-
erational concepts to achieve these results. Any such concept, however, will 
benefi t from exploiting Taiwan’s favorable maritime geography, which gives 
Chinese forces transiting the strait limited opportunities for concealment or 
cover. Although the Chinese would attempt to use countermeasures to offset 
those limitations, if the defenders were suffi ciently able to monitor activity in 
the relevant areas of the strait and interpret and act on the resulting intelligence 
quickly enough, the Chinese forces should fi nd themselves hard-pressed to 
avoid interdiction. Provided that US and other defending forces had enough of 
the required weapons and munitions and that those forces were postured, net-
worked, and sustained appropriately, then they should be able to capitalize on 
these advantages to disable or destroy enough of the right kinds of Chinese sea 
and air transports and their enablers to defeat the invasion.

China would also fi nd itself vulnerable to the attrition of the forces needed 
for invasion. Even as strong a state as China can afford to produce, deploy, and 
maintain only so many critical transport ships and aircraft.31 Once enough of 
those assets were disabled or destroyed, China’s ability to mount an invasion 
across the Taiwan Strait would be seriously degraded. Beijing might then revert 
to bombardment or blockade to try to bring Taiwan to its knees, pause in order 
to rebuild its invasion capability, or even give up its attempt to compel Taiwan’s 
subordination.

In essence, then, the United States, Taiwan, and other defenders must be pre-
pared to turn China’s vaunted strategy to deny America’s ability to project power 
into the Western Pacifi c around. Just as Beijing has sought the ability to deny US 
forces’ ability to operate inside the fi rst island chain, so the United States, Tai-
wan, and other allies should seek to be able to deny Chinese forces’ ability to op-
erate in the Taiwan Strait. They could do so by exploiting the natural advantages 
of the maritime geography separating Taiwan from the Chinese mainland and 
destroying or disabling enough Chinese transport ships and aircraft to render Be-
ijing unable to deliver the forces required to seize Taiwan’s key territory.32 More-
over, American and allied forces able to meet this standard would be well situated 
to defend other coalition members, such as the Philippines and Japan.33
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Denial Option 2: Denying the Attacker’s Ability to Hold Seized Territory

There may, however, be instances in which an attacker is able to seize part or 
all of the target’s key territory. In these cases, the fi rst option no longer suffi ces 
to prevent the fait accompli—the invader has already succeeded in the fi rst of 
its two objectives. Fortunately, the defenders may still have recourse in such 
circumstances. Even if they have failed (or judged it imprudent to try) to pre-
vent the attacker from seizing some portion of the target state’s key territory, 
they may still be able to deny the attacker’s ability to hold whatever territory it 
has seized.

This is because it is one thing to seize territory, which only requires moving 
into territory a defender has left unprotected or been ejected from, and quite an-
other to hold that territory in the face of counterattack, which requires preparing 
defenses adequate to resist such an assault. The history of confl ict is full of as-
saults in which an attacker pushed defenders back but then could not consoli-
date its hold on the position; the famous Confederate assault on Seminary Ridge 
at Gettysburg, for instance, penetrated the Federals’ line, but the Rebels were 
unable to secure their gains.

This is the second way to defeat a fait accompli attempt: if the defenders can 
eliminate the invading forces or expel them from the target state’s key territory 
before those forces are able to consolidate their defenses over—and as a conse-
quence, their hold on—the seized territory, the fait accompli will fail. Until the 
attacker, in other words, is able to seize the target’s key territory and muster 
such defenses as required to convince the target state and its allies and partners 
that continuing to defend it would be in vain or prohibitively costly or risky, the 
attacker will not have consummated a fait accompli.

It is important to note a crucial distinction between an effort to deny the at-
tacker’s ability to establish its hold over seized territory and an effort to recap-
ture territory the attacker already holds. To reiterate, the fait accompli strategy 
succeeds only if the attacker can seize and consolidate its hold on the target 
state’s key territory before the defense can respond effectively. If the attacker 
achieves these two things, the fait accompli has been consummated. At this 
point, the task before the target state and its allies and partners is no longer to 
defeat an invasion but to retake what has been lost. In other words, once the fait 
accompli has been achieved, then the paradigm shifts from denying it to a re-
capture campaign, which I will address more fully in the next chapter.
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To illustrate the difference between resisting a fait accompli and a true 
recapture campaign, it is useful to compare the Yom Kippur War and the 
Pacifi c Theater in the Second World War. In 1973, Egypt attempted to execute 
a fait accompli against Israel. In a surprise attack, Egyptian forces crossed 
the Suez Canal and advanced into the Sinai Peninsula. But Israel consistently 
resisted the invasion, initially without dislodging the Egyptians but then more 
successfully once Egyptian forces exposed themselves in order to relieve pres-
sure against their ally Syria. Meanwhile, the Israelis’ progress against Syria 
allowed them to shift forces from the northern to the southern front. Never hav-
ing let Egypt consolidate its holds on its seized territory, Israel was able to 
launch an effective counterattack approximately a week after the outbreak 
of the war, defeating Egypt’s armies and recapturing the Sinai and the Suez 
Canal.34

The Pacifi c Theater during the Second World War, by contrast, is an example 
of recapture. In 1941 and 1942, the Japanese made lightning gains throughout 
the Western Pacifi c, seizing and consolidating their hold on territory throughout 
that vast expanse. The inadequacy of American and Allied forces in the region 
left the Japanese time and space to consolidate their hold over these areas. The 
task then confronting the United States in the Pacifi c was not to deny Japan’s 
ability to seize or hold territory but to retake what had already been lost. The 
ensuing recapture campaign against a well-prepared and committed Japanese 
opponent proved extraordinarily costly; the United States was eventually able 
to take much of what Japan had seized, but only at great cost over a three-year 
campaign.35 This, then, is an example of a recapture campaign, and indeed, one 
of the most compelling aspects of a denial defense is to avoid such a diffi cult 
and costly effort.

Defending forces might deny the attacker’s ability to hold seized territory in 
one of two ways.

The fi rst is by holding the line: halting the invaders quickly after they arrive 
in the defenders’ territory and then reversing their advances. Defenders might 
choose to hold the line out of necessity, or they might do so because they regard 
it as the most effective way to defeat or expel the invaders.

Defenders might feel it necessary to hold the line because a signifi cant part 
or all of the target state’s key territory is especially exposed to invasion, for in-
stance, because it is near a border or coastline. In their efforts to prevent the in-
vaders from consolidating their hold on such key territory, the defenders will 
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have powerful incentives to destroy or expel the invaders before they can do 
this, using whatever force is available.

During the US Civil War, for example, the Confederacy judged that Rich-
mond and the core areas of Virginia were key territory; their loss would have 
had, the Confederacy judged, an outsized impact on the southern rebellion’s 
chances of success. So the Confederates dedicated themselves to holding the 
line in northern Virginia, rather than ceding that territory and fi ghting Union 
forces farther south, where the Rebels might have taken greater advantage of 
the South’s strategic depth.36 Importantly, however, such a strategy of forward 
defense does not require fi xed or static operational or tactical approaches. The 
Army of Northern Virginia often pursued offensive and unorthodox operational 
and tactical approaches, including to great success at Chancellorsville, where 
Lee’s division of his army—against traditional principles of war—resulted in 
a great Confederate victory.37 Likewise, in the dire early months of America’s 
war against Japan, the US Navy pursued a similarly aggressive, asymmetrical 
approach to holding the line in the Central Pacifi c.38

Necessity is not, however, the only reason defenders might seek to hold the 
line. Rather, there may be cases in which defenders do so because they believe 
it is simply the best way to defeat the fait accompli. That is, even if much of 
their key territory is located farther inland or is otherwise diffi cult to reach by 
the invaders, the defenders might still choose not to allow the invaders to pen-
etrate their territory. They might, for instance, hope to exploit a military advan-
tage or anticipated advantage around the invaders’ areas of penetration. Most 
pertinently, they may have tried but failed to prevent the invaders from seizing 
territory but have readily available enough of the right kinds of forces to exploit 
a local military advantage at the points where the invaders have penetrated the 
defense’s lines. Or they may expect to enjoy a local military advantage because 
critical reinforcements are due to reach the front lines shortly after the invaders 
arrive.

From a practical standpoint, defending forces might seek to hold the line in 
one of two ways. First, they might seek to close the gap in their lines quickly. 
This might take the form of a rapid counterassault, as at Seminary Ridge, in or-
der to deny the invaders’ ability to consolidate their hold by striking back be-
fore they can establish their defenses. This immediate response to the invaders’ 
arrival on friendly territory is most appealing when simply allowing the invad-
ers to stay on the territory at all—even without consolidating their hold—is 
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likely to have outsized military or political effects. At Gettysburg, for instance, 
Federal commanders feared that a break in the lines would jeopardize the whole 
Union position, so they quickly counterattacked to drive back the Confederate 
attackers.39

Alternatively, the defenders might take a more delayed approach. Rather 
than launch an immediate counterattack, they might resort fi rst to raids, bom-
bardment, supply interdiction, and similar tactics. Such softening up can be 
used to prevent the attackers from consolidating their territorial hold, convince 
them to withdraw, or buy time for the defenders to generate the strength and 
maneuver into position to launch a decisive counterattack. This approach is 
likely to be more appealing when the invaders have gained a local military 
advantage but the defenders expect to be able to reverse it in relatively short 
order.40

Regardless of whether the defenders choose an immediate or delayed coun-
terattack, they will succeed only if they can gather the strength to eject, destroy, 
or coerce the enemy into surrender. It is not, of course, a given that this will be 
the case. The defenders’ attempt to execute the fi rst denial option—denying an 
invader the ability to seize any key territory—might have failed because the in-
vaders have overwhelmed the defenders, leaving them exhausted or otherwise 
incapable of redressing their defeat. When the Western allies fi nally penetrated 
German defenses in the Hundred Days’ Offensive of 1918, the Germans had lit-
tle left with which to mount serious counterattacks.41 In these conditions, trying 
to hold the line is a futile enterprise.

In other cases, however, the fi rst denial option might fail for reasons or in 
ways that do not compromise the defenders’ strength so much that they cannot 
mount an effective counterattack. This might be because the defenders mis-
judged what was required to effectively implement the fi rst denial option, failed 
to adequately resource such a defense, or simply had bad luck. In these circum-
stances, the defenders may still have much or even most of their strength intact. 
For instance, they might have committed a small fraction of their total forces 
and strength to attempting the fi rst denial option; indeed, that paucity might be 
why it failed.

In these conditions, the defenders might still have a great deal of power to 
put into the struggle. But their remaining strength can be more or less readily 
available; prepared forces located nearby can be brought in quickly, for exam-
ple, while unready reserves that have not yet been called up will take longer. If 
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this still-intact strength can be brought to bear before the invaders consolidate 
their hold on the seized territory, it can be used to defeat the fait accompli. If it 
takes longer but is not compromised or destroyed by the invaders, it can be used 
in a recapture effort.

However quickly or slowly they respond, the defenders can either use brute 
force to seize back the lost territory or, alternatively, seek to batter the invaders 
into surrender. That is, the defenders can pursue this second denial option 
through a counterattack to retake the territory from the invaders or simply to 
destroy them all. They can also, however, seek to coerce the defenders into sur-
render or withdrawal, for instance, through bombardment, harassment, starving 
them out, or similar measures. Or they can use both brute force and coercion, as 
the Turks coupled direct assaults with artillery barrages and confi nement of the 
Allied forces to their narrow strip of land at Gallipoli.42 This can be especially 
pertinent in a larger campaign in which some invaders are more readily ex-
pelled and others more readily pressed into surrender.

In the event that China invaded Taiwan, there is ample reason to believe that 
the defenders would seek to hold the line against the Chinese forces that did 
make it to the island. This is fi rst a product of necessity. If Chinese forces did 
land on Taiwan, they might be able to seize part or all of Taiwan’s key territory 
relatively quickly, since much of it—including the coastal cities of Taipei and 
Kaohsiung—is relatively exposed to amphibious attack or airborne assaults. It 
thus will be very appealing, if not necessary, for the defenders to hold the line 
and prevent China from consolidating its hold on that seized key territory.

There is also reason to think that Taiwan, the United States, and other en-
gaged partners might have the forces required to destroy or expel Chinese 
forces even if they do make a successful landing. The mere fact that Chinese 
forces had landed on Taiwan, whether amphibious assault forces coming ashore 
on Taiwan’s beaches or airborne forces farther inland, would not necessarily 
mean the destruction of the defenders’ ability to resist, especially given the vast 
reservoirs of US power that could still be made available for Taiwan’s defense. 
Thus China’s success in penetrating onto the island would not necessarily trans-
late into an ability to consolidate its hold on the seized territory.

US, Taiwan, and other engaged partner forces could use their remaining 
strength—including ground forces not previously involved in the defense 
against the attackers’ initial crossing of the Taiwan Strait as well as US and 
other engaged partners’ forces from elsewhere that were not deployed in time 
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to join in attempting the fi rst denial option—to seek to eliminate, eject, or com-
pel the surrender of these Chinese forces by rapidly counterattacking against 
them, maintaining pressure on them to weaken them before counterassaulting, 
or both. If the defenders could destroy, expel, or compel the surrender of these 
Chinese forces before they could consolidate their hold on the seized key terri-
tory, they would have denied China’s attempt at a fait accompli, upheld the 
United States’ differentiated credibility, and supported the anti-hegemonic coa-
lition in its effort to frustrate Beijing’s focused and sequential strategy for 
achieving regional predominance.

There is another way, however, that defenders can seek to deny invaders the 
ability to hold seized territory. Rather than halt and reverse the invaders’ ad-
vances where they arrive, defenders might judge it more prudent to allow them 
to take some territory before confronting them on more favorable terrain. This 
is particularly advisable if some of the territory the attackers must invade to 
achieve their objectives is easier to seize than to hold. Attackers seizing such 
territory might expose themselves by invading it, presenting better opportuni-
ties for the defenders than if they had met the invaders at the border. In these 
conditions, the defenders might judge it wiser to concede the diffi cult-to-defend 
territory at fi rst and turn their efforts to preventing the attacker from holding it.

Take as an example the North China and North European Plains. Wide 
plains like these certainly provide opportunity for defensive preparation. But 
they are also widely traversable, meaning that even robust defenses can readily 
be circumvented.43 A fortress positioned in the middle of the North China Plain, 
for instance, might easily be bypassed by invading forces and left isolated 
rather than confronted. The same goes for steppes, grasslands, and desert. These 
topographies differ from terrain such as rivers, mountains, and coastlines 
that more severely restrict and channel combatants’ movements, providing op-
portunities to situate defenses in such a way as to force a confrontation between 
attacking and defending forces while allowing the defenders to control advan-
tageous ground.44

In terrain that is relatively easy to seize, trying to prevent invaders from seiz-
ing any territory at all can be a risky and even losing proposition. In such ter-
rain, such as the plains of Continental Europe or Central Asia, those who 
concentrate their defenses or position them too far forward often leave them-
selves vulnerable to envelopment, penetration, infi ltration, or other tactics used 
by mobile forces.45 In 1940, for example, the Allies relied for the defense of 
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Western Europe on fi xed fortifi cations along the Maginot Line on France’s east-
ern border and on the deployment of Allied forces forward into Belgium. Ger-
many, however, broke through in between these concentrations in the Ardennes, 
where the Allies had economized on deploying forces, resulting in the splitting, 
encirclement, and eventual defeat of the Allied armies and ultimately the fall of 
France and the Low Countries.46

In such cases, a better approach may be what is often termed a defense in 
depth.47 A defense in depth does not depend on preventing invading forces from 
seizing any territory. Rather, the defender deliberately accepts that invading 
forces will seize at least some territory and seeks to gain advantage from the 
costs and risks an invader incurs by doing so. Indeed, in some cases, the de-
fenders might allow the invaders to seize a large swath of territory with the ex-
pectation that the invading forces will make themselves vulnerable—for 
instance, by overextending their supply lines or moving into territory that is es-
pecially favorable to the defending forces—thereby leaving themselves vulner-
able to a decisive counteroffensive.

On Okinawa, for instance, Japanese forces judged that they could mount a 
superior defense by allowing US forces to land and move deeper inland before 
attacking the overextended assaulting forces from stronger positions. Although 
this approach ultimately failed in the face of insuperable odds, it proved highly 
costly to the American attackers.48 In a much earlier time, Homer reports that 
the Trojans conceded the beach to the invading Greeks, judging that they could 
make a better defense from their stout city walls.49

A defense in depth trades territory for advantage. The strategy’s effectiveness 
is a product of the fact that, by defi nition, invaders trying to seize defenders’ 
territory must expose themselves. Any invading force must leave its prepared 
positions and advance, expending energy and resources and creating potential 
openings for counterattack. Skilled attackers can certainly protect themselves 
as they advance, but their ability to do so depends heavily on the terrain and the 
strength and skill of the defenders. With territory that is easier to seize than to 
hold, capable defenders may judge that it is better to let the invaders advance, 
exposing themselves and drawing down their strength, momentum, knowledge 
of the terrain, and other initial advantages, while the defenders husband their 
own strength and advantages before striking at the most propitious moment. 
This approach can be especially attractive if the defending country has more 
favorable conditions farther into its interior.
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Russia, for instance, has repeatedly employed this strategy over many centu-
ries. Russian forces have often used their country’s enormous expanse to defen-
sive advantage. Confronted by such formidable invaders as Charles XII of Sweden 
and Napoleon, Russian forces allowed the aggressors to penetrate deep into their 
territory. Then, once the invaders were tired, their supply lines had been stretched, 
and the weather turned in their favor, Russian forces struck back under the more 
favorable conditions found deep within the Russian interior.50 The effectiveness of 
defense in depth for Russia is testifi ed to as well by the fact that postmedieval 
Russia’s closest brush with total defeat was likely the Second World War, when 
Moscow kept a large chunk of Soviet forces forward. Huge numbers of these 
forces were encircled and destroyed in the early phases of Operation Barbarossa.51

The defense in depth thus offers a viable option for denying the fait accompli 
for defenders that either cannot or judge it more prudent not to attempt to hold 
the line against invading forces where they make landfall. Rather than attempt 
to mount a forward, immobile defense in the manner of the infamous Maginot 
Line or the unlamented 1970s-era Active Defense doctrine for NATO, defend-
ers in these situations can trade territory for advantage, thereby defeating the 
attempted fait accompli on more favorable ground.52 Indeed, this principle of 
using depth to the advantage of the defense lay at the heart of AirLand Battle 
and Follow-On Forces Attack, the two famous concepts that supplanted Active 
Defense and are widely regarded as having been well suited to dealing with the 
threat to NATO from the Warsaw Pact. Each of these concepts envisioned 
weathering signifi cant Warsaw Pact penetration of NATO lines while still pre-
venting just such a fait accompli over West Germany.53

A complicating factor for a defense in depth in the circumstances the United 
States and its allies in Asia face, however, is the location of the target country’s 
key territory. If that territory is located along the border with a potential invader 
or near readily accessible coastlines or airways, a defense in depth tends to be 
less attractive, because the invader can achieve its goals without penetrating 
deeply into the defender’s territory.

With this caution in mind, American allies and partners in Asia might still 
benefi t from a defense in depth, especially states whose territory consists largely 
of terrain that is easier to seize than it is to hold or whose key territories are lo-
cated farther from their borders or coastlines. Should China grow much stronger, 
India might fall into this category. Similarly, for Vietnam, which shares a long 
border with China, the PLA might be so powerful that holding the line at the 
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border may simply be untenable. Even though Hanoi itself is not far from that 
border with China, much of the rest of the country’s wealth, population, and as-
sociated key territory are located farther south. Vietnam might, then, be best 
served by a defense that uses the depth of the country to draw in invading Chi-
nese forces and counterattack them farther from the Chinese border. Vietnam 
has in fact used such an approach to defeat Chinese invasions in the past.54

But a defense in depth might also be useful for Taiwan, even though its key 
territory is more exposed to Chinese invasion. In the event of Chinese assault, 
Taiwan’s defenders might give up parts of Taiwan’s key territory in places such 
as Taipei and Kaohsiung and seek to draw Chinese forces into costly and diffi -
cult battles in urban, mountainous, or heavily forested areas. The defenders 
could exploit the vulnerabilities such advances might open among the Chinese 
invaders and seek to destroy, expel, or force the capitulation of Chinese forces 
once they had been weakened but before they could consolidate their hold on 
the key territory they had more easily seized.

That said, a defense in depth would be much more likely to succeed for Tai-
wan if it were coupled with the fi rst denial option and the defenders could 
weaken and reduce the invasion force before it reached Taiwan, disrupt and de-
grade cross-strait lines of communication for Chinese forces once they had 
landed, or both. But its success would ultimately depend on the defenders’ abil-
ity to lure Chinese forces onto ground favorable to the defense. Urban areas 
might provide some such terrain. Given that Taiwan’s key territory is largely 
located along the coast, however, a defense in depth would likely have to in-
clude a compelling strategy for inducing the invaders to expose themselves by 
venturing farther inland.

The defenders might do this by using the more defensible terrain—for in-
stance, parts of Taiwan’s mountainous or forested interior—to mobilize forces 
for a counteroffensive to reclaim Taipei, Kaohsiung, or other key territory 
seized by Chinese forces. Doing so might lure Chinese forces into the interior, 
for instance, by inducing them to think that they could defeat a counteroffen-
sive before it starts. Alternatively, the defenders might seek to lure Chinese 
forces inland by physically relocating some of Taiwan’s key territory, for in-
stance, by moving its seat of government and critical industries that Chinese 
forces must claim if they are to consummate the fait accompli. The Soviets 
moved much of their industrial base east of the Urals during the Second World 
War, in effect shifting some of their key territory farther inland.
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Neither of these approaches would be easy or a sure bet, though. Rather than 
venture into riskier terrain, Chinese forces might simply elect to strengthen 
their defenses around seized territory in anticipation of a counterattack, judging 
waiting to be the better course. Moving its key territory, meanwhile, would be 
immensely taxing for Taiwan; most likely it would require substantial, perhaps 
enormous investment before any Chinese attack. Moreover, it might not work, 
since unlike the Soviet Union of the Second World War, Taiwan has far less ter-
ritorial depth to exploit.

Let us suppose, then, that a denial defense of some kind has succeeded—
whether by stopping the invasion before it arrived on Taiwan or by preventing 
those Chinese forces that did land on the island from consolidating their hold. 
China’s invasion would have been defeated, but its ability to wage war would 
not have been. The United States and its allies and partners would therefore 
need to be ready for the possibility of a longer, broader war and be prepared to 
end that war on favorable terms.
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POSIT, THEN, THAT THE UNITED STATES, Taiwan, and other allies or partners 
have denied China’s fait accompli. How might Beijing respond once it became 
clear that its initial attempt to invade Taiwan was failing? Although China could 
escalate horizontally, vertically, or both in an attempt to alter the war’s bounda-
ries, if the defenders’ denial defense attempt were successful, the coalition 
would be well positioned to respond in ways that kept the burden of escalation 
on China’s shoulders until Beijing determined that folding was the better course.

The Defenders’ Preferred Rule Set

One of the major advantages of a denial defense is that operations under this 
strategy can be limited in ways that both favor the defender and are likely to seem 
relatively simple, intuitive, and communicable. Because the core purpose of a de-
nial strategy is to defeat an invasion rather than destroy, dismember, or even 
broadly defeat China, the defenders can clearly focus their rule sets to serve this 
purpose. All that the defense requires from these rule sets is that the PLA invad-
ers are either prevented from landing on Taiwan’s key territory or, if they manage 
to do so, are evicted from that territory before they can consolidate their hold. 
Satisfying such requirements is by no means easy, and it would almost certainly 
necessitate military action beyond the immediate environs of Taiwan. But logi-
cally, a denial defense does not require anything approaching a total war.

These rule sets might take a number of forms. For instance, given that an effec-
tive denial defense would essentially be about the resolution of the battle for Tai-
wan, the defenders could limit full-scale military operations to a given distance 
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around the main island of Taiwan itself. They could couple this bounding with 
proposals to enable attacks outside this zone against, for instance, forces directly 
or substantially engaged or implicated in the confl ict and possibly on select key 
capabilities such as over-the-horizon radars and counterspace systems. They 
might seek to have these rules recognized through both explicit messaging and 
demonstrated behavior.

This approach would very likely necessitate at least some strikes on the Chi-
nese mainland. But there is almost certainly no way the defenders could suc-
ceed without striking at the mainland, where the vast bulk of China’s military 
power is located and from where its invasion would be launched and supported. 
If the United States forswore the ability to attack targets on the Chinese main-
land that were materially involved in the war, it would gravely weaken its abil-
ity to defend Taiwan; treating them as off-limits would also only raise questions 
about US seriousness and resolve. This is not to say that these strikes need to be 
indiscriminate or even expansive. To the contrary, any strikes on the Chinese 
mainland should follow a clearly elucidated logic. For instance, the United 
States could make clear by both its offi cial statements and the deeds of its forces 
that the defenders would strike mainland targets only if they were directly en-
gaged in or supporting the campaign against Taiwan or were within a desig-
nated geographical area around the Taiwan battle area.1

Coupled with an effective denial defense, this approach is likely to leave a 
heavy burden of escalation on China’s shoulders. In the face of such cabined 
strikes, China would have abundant reason not to dramatically escalate, as this 
would be likely to provoke a far more devastating counter-response than the US 
had already mounted. It seems clear that the Chinese themselves are prepared 
to conduct conventional military operations to defend the mainland from such 
attacks, instead of relying on dramatic escalation; this is almost certainly why 
China has developed the world’s largest and most formidable air defense net-
work over the mainland, something that would be unnecessary and wasteful if 
Beijing deemed even focused and limited mainland strikes intolerable provoca-
tions demanding dramatic—especially strategic nuclear—escalation.2

That said, what is good for the goose is good for the gander. If China has to 
accept the harder implications of such rule sets, so do the United States and the 
other defenders. If China agreed to a rule set permitting attacks on directly en-
gaged forces, this defi nition would likely include at least some air and naval 
bases in the United States as well as cyber and space assets. The defenders 
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should therefore propose and seek acceptance only of rule sets that are advanta-
geous and whose implications they can live with.

The Limits of Chinese Horizontal Escalation

Were the Chinese invasion to falter, one option for Beijing would be to try to 
rescue victory from defeat through horizontal escalation. It could seek to 
broaden the confl ict geographically or in terms of the interests engaged. For in-
stance, it could attack the United States and other defenders outside the previ-
ous bounds of the confl ict; it could also expand the war into the economic 
domain, for instance, with economic sanctions. At fi rst glance, this approach 
might seem attractive to Beijing. The anti-hegemonic coalition would be com-
posed of multiple states, each with far-fl ung equities. The United States is 
uniquely exposed in a global confl ict because it has so many interests, includ-
ing military forces, that could be targeted all over the world.

But horizontal escalation is unlikely to work for Beijing. First, if Chinese 
forces could not effectively project military power against nearby Taiwan, what 
hope would they have beyond the fi rst island chain? With its fait accompli at-
tempt blunted, China’s direct military leverage, perhaps except in such places 
as Central Asia that it abuts and the coalition does not, would be minimal. It is 
therefore unlikely that China could directly threaten US or allied equities that 
are anywhere near as important to the anti-hegemonic coalition as Taiwan, es-
pecially once Taiwan has taken on an even greater, very bloody value as a test 
of US differentiated credibility. It is very likely, moreover, that China’s military 
forces would be weaker beyond the immediate battle area than those of the 
United States, other defenders, and allies and partners farther afi eld, such as Eu-
ropean nations that might be willing to support the United States and other en-
gaged states outside of the Taiwan battle area, even if they do not enter the fray 
near Taiwan itself. Although China would no doubt trade victory over Taiwan 
for its more distant interests, this would not be its choice. Were it to escalate 
horizontally, it would more likely lose both.

China might also expand the confl ict by using its enormous economic and 
other nonmilitary leverage to hurt the defenders, seeking to coerce them into 
giving up Taiwan. It could, for example, threaten to dump its US investments, 
withhold critical exports, or cease buying certain imports from the United 
States or other allied states. But this, too, would be unlikely to work for two 
reasons.
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First, such an effort might not hurt the defenders, especially the United 
States, as much as some fear. The United States has already begun decoupling 
critical elements of its economy from China with the idea of reducing Beijing’s 
economic leverage, and others appear to be following a similar course. China 
may not, then, have much practical ability to use economic leverage against the 
most important parts of the anti-hegemonic coalition.3 It is also entirely possi-
ble that China would suffer more than the United States if it dumped its US 
Treasury bonds. Such a move might, by reducing Chinese capital fl ows to the 
United States, actually raise the US savings rate and possibly spur US eco-
nomic growth. Moreover, Beijing could be hard-pressed to reallocate its invest-
ments productively.4

Second, Chinese economic coercion in this context would be more likely to 
catalyze the defenders’ resolve than lead to their capitulation. Beijing would in 
effect be seeking to reverse a local military defeat by turning the confl ict into a 
societal contest of wills, a competition in pain tolerance. It would thereby make 
the confl ict about much more than the disposition of Taiwan. The war would 
become about the security of the allied societies themselves, and their fates 
would now be much more clearly tied to the solidity of the alliance and the co-
alition’s ability to resist Chinese coercion. If China could escalate in this way 
and reverse local defeat, it would demonstrate not only the ineffi cacy of the al-
liance and thus the broader anti-hegemonic coalition but also China’s ability to 
coerce at will in Asia, an ability it could then turn on others in the region. Thus, 
no longer could the war plausibly be seen as a local matter internal to China; 
instead, it would be about whether Beijing could coerce even the world’s other 
most powerful states at will.

There is, of course, no way that the United States and its allies and support-
ers could tolerate this. Nor would they be likely to do so; by going to war to de-
fend Taiwan they would almost certainly have anticipated that China might do 
something like this and resolved to resist it—otherwise they would never have 
exposed themselves to the fray in the fi rst place. Moreover, the defenders would 
not be supine in the face of Chinese pressure. They could, for instance, align 
further among themselves to make up trade losses while collaborating to im-
pose trade and other economic restrictions on China.

Crucially, this is especially likely because it would be China that was escalat-
ing the war into a contest of societal pain tolerance. The defenders would be re-
sponding to China’s escalation, not initiating it. Fence-sitter states would see that 
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it was China—not the defenders—that was jeopardizing the global economy and 
bringing the world closer to the precipice of catastrophe. This would increase 
these third-party states’ incentives to press China for restraint and even to join 
with the defenders in actively seeking to restrain Beijing. Moreover, all the de-
fenders would have to do is hold on; if things resolved by a halt in place—a nat-
ural focal point to end such a spiraling confl ict—the coalition would prevail.

Together, these factors would constitute an exceedingly heavy burden if Bei-
jing hoped to use horizontal escalation to escape defeat. Moderate forms of ex-
panded pressure would almost certainly fail to convince the United States and 
its allies to back down from a successful defense, and more dramatic steps 
would be more likely to catalyze their resolve than depress it.

The Limits of Chinese Vertical Escalation

A similar logic explains why vertical escalation by China is also likely to fail. 
In the event of an impending or actual defeat of its invasion forces, China could 
use its strategic strike capabilities—including its nuclear weapons—to try to re-
verse that failure. Indeed, analysts frequently worry that China would go nu-
clear rather than lose a war over Taiwan.5 But it is very hard to see how vertical 
escalation—whether to high nonnuclear or nuclear levels—would not, like hor-
izontal escalation, fail.

China might, for instance, conduct nonnuclear attacks on the defenders’ crit-
ical infrastructure or other sensitive targets to infl ict pain on what it might judge 
or hope to be weak-willed populaces in the United States or other coalition 
countries. Such strikes, if they were not very harsh, would be unlikely to change 
the allies’ calculations. But if the attacks were harsh, they could very well spur 
resistance rather than cow their targets. By defi nition, China’s strikes would not 
be coupled with a plausible way of attacking and subjugating allied states, 
which would have already won the local battle. They would thus be cruel but 
feckless. The German V-1 and V-2 rockets in the Second World War inspired 
terror among Londoners but did not affect the war’s outcome.

Moreover, the defenders would have signifi cant options to impose severe 
costs on China in ways that, because China had struck fi rst, would seem highly 
justifi able. The United States alone has multiple options for selective responses 
using its long-range strike, cyber, and other capabilities. Those options would 
allow the United States to hurt China, leave Beijing no closer to victory over 
the local battle, and promise only more such pain and frustration if China 
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elected to continue. Beijing’s striking at allied and partner civilian targets would 
legitimate and no doubt catalyze these responses, motivated by what Clause-
witz called the “fl ashing sword of vengeance.”6

China could also try to use its nuclear weapons to rescue victory from the jaws 
of defeat. This would constitute the fi rst hostile use of nuclear weapons since 
1945, an epochal crossing of perhaps the clearest threshold in international 
politics.7 Given that China would be doing this not to defend itself from conquest 
or forcible change of its government but rather to subordinate a neighboring 
country—even if it considers Taiwan a renegade territory—this would certainly 
bring down immense moral castigation and pressure on Beijing and make it 
seem even more imperative that the United States and its allies defeat it.

Even more fundamentally, the United States at a minimum, and likely the anti-
hegemonic coalition as a whole, would have enormous incentives to ensure that 
they were not seen as vulnerable to nuclear blackmail. If the United States folded 
in the face of such brinkmanship, everyone—China, US allies and other coali-
tion members, and fence-sitter states—could not but conclude that Washington 
was shown, when faced with the ultimate trump card, to be a paper tiger. If China 
is willing to use nuclear weapons and the United States is not, Beijing will dom-
inate over whatever interests are at stake—whether about Taiwan’s fate, that of 
another US ally, or free American access to Asia more broadly. Moreover, given 
the repercussions of such a confl ict for the anti-hegemonic coalition as a whole, 
the stakes at issue would likely be much broader and deeper than just about Tai-
wan. Conversely, a state willing and able to use its nuclear weapons effectively 
can show its opponent the inutility of or high costs associated with employing 
nuclear weapons against it, thereby almost certainly making such nuclear em-
ployment against it less likely in the future. This does not mean, of course, that a 
state must immediately resort to Armageddon in the face of any nuclear use by 
an adversary. But that state must have some way of responding effectively with 
its own nuclear forces—or it will be dominated.

Fortunately for the coalition, the United States has plausible options for a 
limited nuclear riposte. Although China has a survivable arsenal and is modern-
izing and (thus far) moderately expanding it, it is still far smaller and offers less 
opportunity for controlled, discriminate employment than the American arse-
nal.8 If China used nuclear weapons against, say, a US base on Guam or in Ja-
pan, the United States has—and continues to develop—multiple options to 
respond with proportionate nuclear force, including in ways that would dimin-
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ish China’s ability to continue such a confl ict. If China went further and 
struck a civilian target such as Honolulu, the United States would have not only 
multiple options for retaliation but also the tremendous resolve formed by a 
combination of vengeance and the need to demonstrate the inutility of such a 
maneuver—and quite possibly international backing from allies, partners, and 
fence-sitters.9

Faced with a United States resolute and prepared to this degree, the strategic 
logic behind China’s employment would be at best questionable, supremely 
risky, and quite possibly enormously destructive and counterproductive for 
China itself. Such a strategy would be based on the idea that China cares more 
about Taiwan’s disposition than the United States does and is thus more willing 
to bear pain in a brinkmanship contest. But things would not be so simple.

First, such a contest would surely be perceived by Americans and others as 
about more than just Taiwan. If Taiwan were the only thing at stake, then China 
might indeed care more. But a Chinese attempt to use nuclear weapons against 
the United States to turn Beijing’s local defeat into victory would inevitably 
have wider implications.

Furthermore, a China that used nuclear weapons in such circumstances would 
very likely seem to be far more dangerous than other states had previously an-
ticipated. Allowing it to triumph in these conditions could only augur worse 
things in the future.10 If China could reverse a coalition victory in a war over 
what is effectively a US ally in Taiwan, why would it not do the same in a war 
over Vietnam or the Philippines or, ultimately, Japan and Australia? Such an ef-
fective limited nuclear strategy by China to reverse a conventional defeat would 
be dominating. China would consistently win wars over these kinds of stakes 
against an irresolute America that was ready to give up even what it had already 
successfully defended. Thus the victor in a nuclear brinkmanship contest over a 
blunted Chinese invasion of Taiwan would not just prevail in the local fi ght but 
very likely gain a dominating position in the overall question of whether China 
would establish hegemony in Asia. The recognition of this would very likely 
impel Americans to support dealing with China effectively at once rather than 
deferring until later, when conditions would likely be considerably worse.

In addition, a Chinese brinkmanship strategy would not be very credible, as it 
would almost certainly end in a bluff. A series of tailored nuclear strikes against 
select US targets—sharp knife thrusts—would be one thing, but actually resorting 
to large-scale nuclear use against the United States would be another. Following 
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through on such a course to its end would be genuinely crazy, since China would 
then lose everything in a major nuclear war over Taiwan—a highly valued but still 
decidedly partial interest. This madman approach might work if the stakes were 
low for the United States, but as we have seen, they would not be low. China 
might want the United States to think that it is prepared to pull the temple down 
on everyone’s heads over Taiwan, but the United States would be ill-advised to 
credit such threats since the Chinese campaign to seize Taiwan, however impor-
tant the island is to Beijing, would not actually rise to the existential level.

Beyond this, Chinese nuclear employment would surely prompt key states in 
the region, such as Japan, to consider their own nuclear arsenals, especially if 
they found the US riposte lacking. Such proliferation, while risky for global 
stability and unfortunate for Washington, would almost certainly be far more 
damaging and dangerous to China than to the United States. Nuclear arsenals in 
the hands of other regional states would not, as I will discuss later, magically 
solve all the anti-hegemonic coalition’s strategic problems. But they would 
surely make any Chinese effort to establish its hegemony over the region harder 
and riskier. Facing an anti-hegemonic coalition with additional nuclear-armed 
states, China would have to reckon far more carefully about applying its fo-
cused and sequential strategy against those states.

If Not Escalation

It is highly unlikely, then, that either horizontal or vertical escalation could 
avert defeat for China. In practice, brinkmanship strategies when neither side 
has a commanding advantage in resolve usually end by ratifying the existing 
state of play, since in a situation in which all will suffer the most grievous con-
ceivable harm, the natural focal point for settlement is simply to stop.11 But 
halting in place under these conditions would, of course, benefi t the defenders. 
Accordingly, China’s best course of action would very likely be to avoid such a 
brinkmanship contest in the fi rst place.

Rather than escalating or giving up entirely, Beijing might revert to the pun-
ishment approach. But this might be diffi cult or even infeasible since much of 
the force required for a blockade and bombardment campaign might have been 
lost or damaged in the invasion attempt. More to the point, after the attempted 
invasion had demonstrated both the gravity of the threat from the mainland and 
the defenders’ ability to defeat it, why would a cost-imposition campaign work? 
Taiwan, having already withstood a direct attack, would see the feasibility of 
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holding out, and key members of the anti-hegemonic coalition would already be 
involved. Meanwhile, other coalition members as well as fence-sitters would 
see both that China was dangerous and that it could be successfully resisted. It 
is hard to see how a punishment approach in these circumstances could succeed.

Protracted War

Another alternative for China is a protracted war in which it could seek to re-
generate the ability to mount another invasion attempt while improving the 
conditions for this subsequent effort. In this model, Beijing could work to re-
build its invasion force while seeking to erode the ability and resolve of Tai-
wan’s allies and partners to effectively defend the island against the next assault. 
It could try to do this by selectively escalating or expanding the confl ict in ways 
that played to its advantages, such as by using targeted strikes or economic lev-
erage to pressure key defenders or supporters. The logic of such an approach 
would be for China to apply pressure on Taiwan and the other defenders by con-
tinually degrading their defenses and resolve while regenerating its forces to 
prepare them to create or exploit a window of vulnerability in Taiwan’s 
defense.12

Settling In for a Long War

If Beijing chose this course, the United States and other involved states could 
seek to terminate the war, but—it is important to emphasize—they would not 
need to. They could accept a protracted war as the new normal if they preferred 
to avoid the considerable risks of trying to coerce China’s agreement to ending 
the war.13

In such circumstances, fi ghting might continue in places, but the defenders 
would likely have good responses to such attacks. Having defeated China’s fi rst 
attempt to invade Taiwan, they would likely be in a position to sink and destroy 
much of a regenerated Chinese invasion force, either preemptively or once it 
had sallied forth into the Taiwan Strait. If China attempted to blockade and har-
ass coalition members’ shipping, for instance, the United States and others 
could sink or otherwise degrade the Chinese platforms that were impeding 
trade. Meanwhile, the defenders could continue to improve the island’s de-
fenses while suppressing Chinese aircraft, missile forces, cyber assets, and tar-
geting capabilities to thin out the strength of the Chinese bombardment.
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Resolve would likely not be as pointed an issue for the United States and oth-
ers at this stage. Support for a fi rm defense would likely be high among the par-
ticipants and other friendly nations, as the confl ict would have demonstrated 
both the need for a strong posture against an aggressive China and the effi cacy 
of a properly supported effort. Meanwhile, the defending states and their sup-
porters could adapt to Chinese attempts at economic or other nonmilitary coer-
cion. And given the defenders’ advantageous position, many third parties could 
be expected to incline more toward working with them than with Beijing, fur-
thering China’s isolation.

Such a protracted war has ample historical precedent, including the Pelopon-
nesian, Punic, Hundred Years’, and Napoleonic Wars. The last, for instance, 
continued for another ten years after Napoleon called off the planned invasion 
of Great Britain in 1805.14 Such a protracted war can continue at a relatively 
high level of intensity if the sides direct their industrial bases toward sustaining 
such a confl ict. Or it might become rather desultory. It is even plausible that 
trade and other nonbelligerent interactions between the defenders and China 
could resume amid such a protracted war. Alternatively, the war might persist 
at varying levels of intensity.

So long as China remained within bounds tolerable to the United States and 
the other engaged allies and partners, the defenders could seek to meet their de-
nial goal by mowing the lawn—degrading or destroying any invading or poten-
tial invading forces. Although such a war would be far from optimal, the United 
States and other defenders would likely come out the better from it. Given the 
risks involved in trying to coerce China’s agreement to end the war, this could 
be the least bad course of action for the United States and its allies and partners.

Compelling an End to the War

Rather than face a protracted war, the United States and the other defenders 
might decide that the costs and risks of such a confl ict outweigh those of trying 
to end it and seek to compel China to stop fi ghting and accept defeat. At a min-
imum, a long war would be a lethal nuisance; at worst, it could escalate into 
something far graver. Or the defenders might do so out of concern that a change 
in government in an important allied or partner state could worsen the coali-
tion’s ability to prevail. Such shifts are far from unprecedented; the death of the 
empress Elizabeth and assumption of power by Czar Peter III during the Seven 
Years’ War led Russia not only to withdraw from its alliance with Austria and 
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France but to intervene actively on Prussia’s side, likely frustrating Vienna’s 
ability to retake Silesia, which was its core war aim.15

It must be emphasized that, in attempting to coerce China to terminate the 
war, the defenders would need to demand no more of China than that Beijing 
accept its failure to subordinate Taiwan and cease hostile efforts to subordinate 
it or any other US ally within the coalition. They would not need to require that 
China do something more fundamental, like change its government or give up 
territory. Moreover, they would not need China to relent formally; Beijing 
might meet the defenders’ demands informally. There has been no war on the 
Korean Peninsula since 1953, despite the two sides’ only having concluded an 
armistice; nor did Japan and the Soviet Union ever conclude a peace treaty after 
the Second World War, yet they have not fought since 1945. Both have been tol-
erable situations for the United States and its allies.16

To persuade Beijing to end the confl ict along these lines, however, the United 
States and other defenders would need to do more than simply continue their 
denial defense. Such a focused defense would, by defi nition, not have per-
suaded China to concede.

This is entirely plausible because, in order to keep the war limited, the coali-
tion’s preferred boundaries attendant to such a denial defense would have con-
centrated specifi cally on defeating China’s invasion of Taiwan. While such a 
focused defense of Taiwan would very likely include strikes on mainland China, 
it would have to be bounded in ways consistent with the logic of limited war. 
For instance, the United States and its partners might only strike mainland tar-
gets directly engaged in or supporting the battle over Taiwan, or within a desig-
nated geographical area.

These boundaries would almost certainly leave a great proportion of China’s 
military forces and industrial capacity untouched. Even if China threw a great 
deal of its military might into an attempted invasion, much of its armed forces 
would be ill suited to or simply incapable of contributing to such an assault; 
moreover, given Beijing’s perceived requirements for internal security and po-
tential threats on other borders, it would almost certainly keep back a signifi -
cant fraction of its military power out of these boundaries in order to deal with 
these other contingencies. Thus the very attributes that would allow such a de-
nial defense to be limited in such a compelling and effective way—by, for in-
stance, leaving alone China’s military forces not involved in or enabling the 
invasion of Taiwan—would necessarily leave a great deal of China’s strength 
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and valued assets unharmed. That so much of its power remained intact might 
help convince Beijing both that the costs and risks associated with conceding 
defeat over Taiwan—such as resultant internal political instability—would be 
greater than those of continuing the struggle and that fi ghting on and attempting 
another invasion when ready would be preferable to accepting defeat, humilia-
tion, and all they would entail.

In these circumstances, the United States and any other engaged coalition 
members would then need to do more than continue their focused denial de-
fense of Taiwan. But they would not want to do too much. Even after its inva-
sion of Taiwan was defeated, China would possess not only enormous resources 
to continue and expand the war but also survivable nuclear forces that it could 
employ whenever it wished—and the United States would be unable to stop at 
least a substantial portion of their delivery, including against America itself. 
Accordingly, any strategy designed to compel Beijing to accept the end of the 
war would need not only to stand a good chance of succeeding but also to do 
so without triggering a cataclysm, especially signifi cant nuclear use by China 
against the United States itself.

A strategy for war termination should thus enable careful escalation manage-
ment yet also fail gracefully if it does not work. It should not only press China 
but offer China’s decision-makers reason to avoid a cataclysmic course and 
provide opportunities for de-escalation if things start to get out of hand. In other 
words, it should push China toward concession while giving it incentives to act 
with restraint. At the same time, a war termination strategy should allow for it-
eration and the prospect of error while avoiding prompting China to respond 
with massively destructive nuclear attacks. Such an effort would be an inher-
ently experimental activity. The United States simply cannot know in advance 
what China’s thresholds for pain and concession would be. Indeed, China’s 
leaders themselves might not know. The task for the United States, then, would 
be to use force in such a way as to identify and take advantage of China’s 
thresholds for concession while avoiding triggering undesired escalation.17

These criteria rule out an attempt to decapitate the Chinese government or 
eliminate its nuclear forces. Such efforts would almost certainly fail, given Chi-
na’s strength and consequent abilities to protect against such attempts, and they 
would very probably seem a genuinely existential threat—an attempted prelude 
to China’s subordination or destruction—driving China toward employing its 
nuclear forces against the United States and its allies and partners. Moreover, 
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such courses would leave little room for iteration. Killing leadership or destroy-
ing nuclear forces that can be moved or hidden requires catching them before 
they are dispersed and thus relies on surprise and coordination. Such attempts 
must necessarily tend toward one-fell-swoop approaches that could push Chi-
nese leaders into a use-it-or-lose-it situation, thereby increasing the chances of 
signifi cant Chinese nuclear escalation.18

The better option for the United States and its engaged allies and partners 
would be to combine elements of denial with the selective and conditional ap-
plication of cost imposition on China until Beijing relented or the United States 
determined that further pursuit was too risky or costly. This approach would 
build on the efforts to weaken or disable China’s ability to assault Taiwan again 
and then seek to persuade Beijing to agree to end the war, not through total vic-
tory or the destruction of the Chinese military, but by convincing Chinese lead-
ers that they would not achieve their objectives and that continuing to try would 
cost them much more than they would gain by persisting.

A strategy employing cost imposition selectively, conditionally, and as a 
complement to denial operations—rather than as the primary or exclusive vic-
tory mechanism—would be distinct from the kinds of cost imposition cam-
paigns that have so often failed in the past. Such an approach would not be 
about city-busting. Rather, it would be focused on attacking those things and 
capacities whose loss would make the Chinese government most likely to relent 
while maintaining the support of Americans and other engaged populaces. It 
would be similar to the logic of US war termination strategy in the latter part of 
the Cold War, especially the so-called Schlesinger  Doctrine and Countervail-
ing Strategy. These strategies called for the United States, in the event of war 
with the Soviet Union, to use force (albeit relying much more on nuclear weap-
ons than is called for here) in discriminate and targeted ways in order to infl u-
ence Soviet decision-makers. Their methods and targeting, moreover, were 
based on the US government’s best estimate of what the Soviet leadership val-
ued and how it would respond to different US employment strategies.19

In the confl ict over Taiwan, this strategy would build on Beijing’s recogni-
tion of the futility of trying to invade Taiwan again by adding to the Chinese 
leadership’s calculations a sense of increasing costs. The strategy would do so 
through selective strikes against targets Beijing valued that would be unlikely 
to provoke signifi cant nuclear use, especially against coalition members’ home 
territories, or shift international perceptions in China’s favor. These targets 
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might include nonnuclear military forces beyond those relevant to the Taiwan 
battle, as well as internal security assets or critical war-supporting economic in-
frastructure.

To emphasize once more, the targets of the cost imposition elements of this 
strategy might focus largely—perhaps exclusively—on military forces and as-
sets. The strategic logic of such strikes, however, would not per se be to deny 
China’s ability to do something against the coalition (although this might be an 
ancillary benefi t). Rather, it would be to coerce China’s leadership into accept-
ing defeat by selectively infl icting damage on things that China’s leadership 
valued. Accordingly, such focused escalation might include nonmilitary as well 
as military forms of threat and suasion. For instance, while the defenders could 
set their initial war aims as simply the defense of Taiwan’s autonomy, if China 
refused to relent after the invasion force was defeated, they could move toward 
recognition of a new political status for Taiwan.

Cost imposition, in this model, would be conditional. The logic of such 
strikes would be to make clear to China and important onlookers that China was 
bringing this harm on itself through its unreasonable recalcitrance, that the 
United States was not infl icting pain without good reason, and that China could 
end the infl iction of such pain by recognizing the evident reality of its defeat 
over Taiwan—a limited equity well below the existential level. China’s leader-
ship, in this model, would be the main driver of the harm brought on China, and 
they could turn off that suffering at any time by taking the limited, reasonable 
step of acknowledging a partial defeat.

This conditionality would be important not only for limiting the war but for 
maintaining the defenders’ cohesion. Were key American allies or partners to 
believe that the United States was initiating a cost imposition campaign reck-
lessly or for punitive reasons unrelated to terminating the war as quickly and 
painlessly as possible, they might withhold support for the campaign or the 
broader war effort. This, in turn, could undermine the defenders’ ability to end 
the war and might leave Taiwan dangerously vulnerable to a later invasion.

This selective and conditional approach would, then, primarily rely on coer-
cion, not brute force, to end the war on the defenders’ terms. The goal would be 
to convince Beijing that it could not reverse its local defeat over Taiwan, that 
the costs and risks of continuing its struggle were too great, and that its interests 
would be best served by acceding to the defenders’ limited demands. The strat-
egy would thus selectively and conditionally layer pain on a perception of futil-
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ity, thereby leveraging both denial and cost imposition to infl uence Beijing’s 
calculus. Brute force would play a role, but it would be a supporting one. The 
plain reality is that China is too powerful for the United States simply to make 
it cease fi ghting; the United States and any engaged allies and partners would 
therefore need to persuade it to do so.

This would represent a frame shift from the purely denial-focused approach 
that the defenders would have taken thus far, one designed to defeat the Chinese 
invasion of Taiwan. In this original frame, the defenders were not seeking to 
persuade China to stop the invasion; their theory of victory rested on denying 
China’s ability to consummate it. The defenders would have reserved coercion 
in the focused denial defense of Taiwan for persuading China to abide by the 
rule sets they proposed.

In seeking to persuade Beijing to end the war, however, the defenders would 
begin to rely more—but not exclusively—on cost imposition. The appeal in 
these circumstances of the cost imposition approach integrated with denial is 
that it is both feasible and better suited to keeping the war limited.

First, a cost imposition approach would be better suited to keeping the war 
limited, especially as the confl ict neared or even crossed the nuclear threshold, 
as it very well might. A cost imposition approach is meant to hurt the opponent 
enough to persuade it to relent, whereas approaches emphasizing denial require 
neutralizing a military force’s ability to do something. The problem with apply-
ing a purely denial approach is that it would raise the question of what the 
United States would seek to deny China’s ability to do. A denial approach to 
forcing an end to the war could not simply be about seeking to defeat China’s 
invasion of Taiwan, since this would not be enough to persuade China to termi-
nate the confl ict. It would have to do something more. But what? The logic of a 
denial approach is to neutralize the enemy’s ability to harm one’s interests, but 
denial falls on a spectrum. One can deny an enemy this ability by destroying its 
invading army, but this alone does not deny the enemy’s ability to send another 
one, raise a third, or develop the capacity to fi eld better armies in the future. 
Germany was overcome by a denial approach that prevailed over its fi elded ar-
mies in the First World War, but this defeat did not stop it from rearming and 
starting another war two decades later. It was more thoroughly defeated in the 
Second World War, but even this was a limited form of denial. Indeed, Henry 
Morgenthau famously suggested an even more thoroughgoing denial of Germa-
ny’s ability to reconstitute by forcibly transforming it into an agrarian society.20
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The most intuitive way for the United States and its partners to employ a de-
nial approach against China would be to reduce its ability to reconstitute a ca-
pability to attack Taiwan or other members of the anti-hegemonic coalition. Up 
to a point, this would make sense as part of a war termination strategy. Dimin-
ishing China’s ability to reconstitute an invasion capability would only make 
Beijing more aware of the futility of continuing. This alone might even be 
enough to persuade Beijing to relent, particularly if it had previously thought 
that it could quickly regroup to mount another invasion. If the only thing pre-
venting Beijing from conceding was that it thought it still had a relatively at-
tainable invasion capability at hand, pure denial might still work.

Yet Chinese decision-makers might not judge futility as a suffi cient reason to 
give up. And at a certain point, the effort to push China’s ability to reconstitute 
an invasion capability further to the right would require destroying more and 
more Chinese military and industrial targets. Since China could always move 
military forces from one zone to another, produce arms in new or different fac-
tories, or launch air or missile strikes at US allies from various locations across 
its vast territory, all of China could become the target of a thoroughgoing denial 
campaign.

True denial of China’s ability to reconstitute its capability to attack Taiwan 
or another US ally in the coalition could therefore turn into an effort to destroy 
a much broader fraction—if not the entirety—of the Chinese military and in-
dustrial base. If the United States sought to deny China the ability to regenerate 
its battle fl eet, for example, it would have to attack not only the ships them-
selves but factories, shipyards, naval installations, and other facilities through-
out China. The natural end point of a pure denial approach could well, then, be 
the full-scale defeat of the Chinese military and state, just as denying Germa-
ny’s and Japan’s ability to reconstitute their capacity for armed aggression was 
seen to require total Allied victory in the Second World War.21 Fears of Iraq’s 
ability to reconstitute its nuclear weapons program were likewise critical to the 
US decision to overthrow the Ba’ath government in Baghdad in 2003. At some 
point, denial is likely to shift from a narrow goal to a general weakening or even 
destruction of an opponent.

Thus, whether Beijing elected to grit through the US attacks and eventually 
strive to reconstitute its invasion capability—however long this might take—or 
simply refused to relent in the face of futility, a denial approach would at some 
point necessitate expanding the war dramatically. But as previously discussed, 
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it is by no means clear that the United States and its partners would win this 
larger war. China could very well be strong enough to defeat such an attempt, 
since it would be defending its own vast territory rather than trying to invade 
another state. This is true even if Americans and other engaged populaces sup-
ported this much more expansive and aggressive war—but that support could 
by no means be assumed. Those populaces might judge the costs and risks of 
that larger war too great for the prospective gains and balk at pursuing it.

Even more fundamentally, a denial campaign along these expanded lines 
would incur enormous risks. A Chinese leadership and populace defending 
their own national territory would likely fi ght harder and with great strength—
indeed, with their own fl ashing sword of vengeance. More pointedly, such an 
expansive war could prompt China to use its nuclear forces and other strategic 
capabilities at scale. Even if the United States and its allies intended only to de-
stroy and degrade Chinese military power rather than conquer the country and 
forcibly change its government, Chinese leaders might fear the latter, making 
cataclysmic war more likely. Such an outcome would defeat the purpose of the 
defenders’ strategy—to keep the costs and risks incurred in the war matched 
with the interests at stake. Any victory of this sort would be pyrrhic—ash in the 
victors’ mouths.

By contrast, a strategy employing both denial and cost imposition would be 
more tailorable and controllable, and more likely to fail gracefully. Such a cam-
paign would be less prone to spiral into a catastrophic confl ict against a China 
possessed of survivable nuclear forces. Imposing costs would simply require 
the infl iction of harm rather than eliminating China’s ability to take action, al-
though the former might sometimes entail the latter. Thus targets could be se-
lected to mitigate Chinese fears that the defenders’ attacks represented a prelude 
to invasion, forcible change of government, or conquest.

That said, at the highest levels of escalation, it would be diffi cult to avoid 
provoking these fears, since the things Chinese decision-makers most value are 
likely to include government leadership and China’s strategic forces—precisely 
the targets most likely to trigger a large-scale nuclear response. But the United 
States would have many other options to choose from before having to deter-
mine whether to strike at these targets. It could, in a sense, experiment with the 
myriad of targets below this level of escalation in the hope that destroying such 
targets would prove enough to tip Beijing’s decision-making toward conces-
sion. Only if those attempts did not suffi ce would the defenders need to address 
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whether to attack Chinese government leaders and China’s strategic forces di-
rectly. At that point, the United States might well decide that enduring a pro-
tracted war is preferable to pushing the envelope too far, and de-escalate. And 
this should be possible because the strategy would be conditional and fl exible 
enough to allow for it.

Importantly, the same war termination logic would apply at the nuclear level 
just as it does at the conventional. If China escalated to nuclear strikes, the 
United States could pursue the same logic, seeking to limit the war but mixing 
nuclear and conventional strikes to selectively and discriminately degrade Chi-
na’s ability to invade US allies and attack the United States itself while impos-
ing costs on China in ways calibrated to avoid precipitating a massive response.22

In addition, a war termination strategy that integrated denial and cost imposi-
tion would be not only more readily limitable but also more feasible. Cost im-
position strategies have many limitations, but they are better suited for inducing 
an opponent to accept things as they are than for compelling some positive ac-
tion that another party does not want to take. They are ill suited for forcing an 
opponent to relinquish something, especially a powerful opponent who can re-
taliate.23 But in this scenario, the defenders would not be demanding that Bei-
jing relinquish something in its possession; they would want nothing more from 
Beijing than inaction and passive acceptance. Denial would have done the hard 
work of ensuring China could not seize and hold Taiwan; cost imposition would 
only coerce Beijing to accept this reality.

In other words, the defenders would demand of China only that it accept 
things as they had developed—that it swallow the results of a successful denial 
strategy. They would not need to compel China to give up anything more, such 
as territory or political concessions, to achieve their goals. The defenders would 
rely for war termination on measured doses of denial, augmented by cost impo-
sition, particularly as denial reached a point at which it might provoke signifi -
cant Chinese nuclear use.

Such an approach would present China with the choice of either conceding 
or continuing to lose valued things with no good prospect of reversing the situ-
ation. Moreover, any attempt by Beijing to escape from this predicament 
through horizontal or vertical escalation would be more likely to worsen its sit-
uation than improve it, since it would likely catalyze the defenders’ resolve and 
enlist other states’ support. Beijing’s situation would be like that of the victim 
of a boa constrictor, in which the victim’s exertions only tighten the serpent’s 
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grip. The more China sought to escalate its way out of its quandary, the more it 
would worsen its predicament. In these circumstances, Beijing would face 
enormous pressure to end the war.

Ideally, China would not only agree to end the war but change its tune. It 
would see that attempting to secure regional hegemony by a focused and se-
quential strategy costs and risks more than hegemony is worth and that accom-
modating the anti-hegemonic coalition in a stable balance is less unpalatable 
than continuing its aggressive pursuit of regional predominance. This, again 
ideally, could lead to détente.

Alternatively, though, Beijing might decide to give up the war, but only for 
the time being, and, like so many frustrated great powers in the past, plan to re-
arm and try again in the hope that, in its second attempt against Taiwan, it 
would resemble Napoleon’s successful defeats of the powers that had previ-
ously humbled France. In the face of those plans, Taiwan’s defenders could 
then prepare to deter and, if necessary, defeat such an attempt, with the convic-
tion that China’s previous behavior established both the necessity of deterrence 
and the defenders’ ability to prevail. If needed, the members of the anti-hegem-
onic coalition could also add to and tighten the coalition and the alliances within 
it in order to better defend themselves.

Or China could fi ght on, despite the increasing costs and evident futility of 
doing so. If it elected to do so, though, this war termination strategy would 
likely fail gracefully for the defenders, since they would have blocked China’s 
focused limited war strategy and left Beijing without plausible options to re-
verse the defeat of its invasion. At the same time, they would likely be able to 
weather a protracted war better than China, since they would have demon-
strated not only their strength and resolve but their willingness to stop the war 
on terms that fell far short of the dismemberment, forcible change of govern-
ment, or destruction of China. This would strengthen the defense’s hand in en-
listing the support of third parties, such as European states, which would be 
particularly signifi cant in a protracted war that could involve blockades, coun-
terblockades, and other types of economic warfare.24

This kind of cost imposition approach layered on military victory has ample 
precedent, especially among great powers. When wars cease before the losing 
party has been totally defeated, their endings often combine military victory with 
the threat or imposition of pain—which may come from the other combatants or 
third parties. The British effectively lost the Revolutionary War at Yorktown, but 
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it took the threatened loss of possessions in other theaters, unrelated to the Amer-
ican confl ict, before Britain agreed to give up.25 The Russians lost the Russo-Jap-
anese War of 1904–1905 even though they could have kept fi ghting; the threat of 
social disorder and risks in other theaters, combined with the apparent futility of 
continuing the war, convinced Saint Petersburg to come to terms.26

In summary, then, the optimal strategy for the United States and other defend-
ers of a threatened state in the anti-hegemonic coalition would be a combina-
tion of denial and cost imposition: denial defense against the fait accompli, with 
cost imposition layered on that effective denial to persuade China to accept the 
defenders’ preferred rule sets for limited war and as an option for inducing 
China to accept local defeat and agree to terminate the war. Denial would defeat 
China’s theory of victory against the vulnerable state; cost imposition layered 
atop denial would induce it to accept the defenders’ preferred rule sets and ac-
cept local defeat.

But we must be clear: making a denial defense strategy work will not be easy 
or cheap. It is hard to overstate the scale and sophistication of the resources Be-
ijing can bring to bear to subordinate Taiwan. Despite Taiwan’s separation from 
the mainland by a signifi cant body of water, taking it is far from an impossible 
military problem for a state of China’s magnitude. And defeating such a mighty 
attacker within the focused boundaries that the United States and other defend-
ers would prefer would be exceptionally challenging. Nor, if Taiwan had fallen, 
would the defense of the Philippines or Vietnam be anything like an easy 
matter.

This is so even if we assume that the United States adapts its military to bet-
ter contest a Chinese attempt at subordinating Taiwan or a US ally in the West-
ern Pacifi c.27 Even with the substantial changes in US forces needed to optimize 
such a posture, it will be tremendously diffi cult to deny a determined assault by 
China while keeping such a war limited in ways that correlate the demands of a 
denial defense with the resolve of Americans and the populaces of other partic-
ipating nations. And without such changes, it may be impossible.
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WHAT IF THE UNITED STATES AND its allies and partners cannot mount an effec-
tive denial defense or cannot do so within their desired bounds? As discussed, 
denial defense within tolerable boundaries is clearly the preferred course for the 
United States and its allies and partners. Its success relies, however, on defeat-
ing a Chinese attempt at a fait accompli and doing so within boundaries the 
United States and its allies and partners are prepared to countenance. What if 
this is not feasible?

Why a Denial Defense Might Fail

A denial defense might fail for two primary reasons, each having unique im-
plications. First, the United States and its allies and partners might have the 
strength to mount an effective denial defense but be unable to implement it 
without substantially escalating the war in ways that put the burden of escala-
tion on themselves rather than on China. This problem could arise because a 
relatively narrow, focused denial defense might not be suffi cient. Chinese 
forces might be too strong, broadly dispersed, or arrayed or equipped in ways 
that would cause such a constrained defense to fail. In such conditions, the 
United States and possibly critical allies and partners might need to attack many 
more Chinese targets, a wider set of them, across a much wider expanse, or us-
ing more ferocious levels of violence in order to successfully defend Taiwan or 
another target. In such circumstances, a denial defense would fail if the United 
States or critical allies or partners were not prepared to initiate such daunting 

 10

The Binding Strategy



T H E  B I N D I N G  S T R A T E G Y192

escalation. In essence, there might be a mismatch between the steps needed for 
effective denial and the resolve available. Critically, though, the United States 
and its allies and partners can recognize this defi cit in advance and seek to cor-
rect for it so as to make the broader denial defense workable.

Second, it might simply be unworkable to conduct a denial defense to deny 
the fait accompli. It might simply become impossible to deny an extraordinarily 
powerful China that will enjoy the advantages of proximity to Taiwan the abil-
ity to seize and hold the island. Of note, it may be unworkable to defeat the fait 
accompli because the costs required to do so are prohibitive. That is, there 
might come a point at which a local defense could become so diffi cult and 
costly that it jeopardizes the anti-hegemonic coalition’s ability to win a sys-
temic regional war against China. This would happen if Beijing could, within 
the bounds of a localized war, infl ict damage on the United States and its allies 
and partners at a signifi cantly higher rate than vice versa; at some point, con-
tinuing to defend Taiwan could diminish the coalition’s overall war-making ca-
pability enough to compromise its advantage in that larger war. Since victory in 
a systemic regional war is the ultimate determinant of whether an aspiring 
hegemon like China can establish its predominance, the coalition cannot 
allow this. Such a situation would be tantamount to a denial defense not being 
workable.

The difference between the fi rst and second variants of infeasibility might be 
illuminated by historical analogies. The fi rst is akin to the questions that NATO 
planners faced toward the end of the Cold War in Europe, when the United 
States and its allies hoped to develop and fi eld a theater defense capable of de-
fending Western Europe from a Soviet Bloc invasion. Had NATO achieved 
such a standard, the question then would have been whether the Allies would 
have, in the event of war to blunt a Communist assault into Western Europe, 
possessed the resolve needed to employ that power fully and broadly enough 
against the Soviet Bloc, given the enormous risks of escalation. The second 
variant resembles more the situation of the United States in the Western Pacifi c 
in the years before the Second World War. American military leaders in that pe-
riod knew, given the constraints under which the US military was operating, 
that the United States simply would not be able to deny an effective Japanese 
assault on the Philippines. It was not a matter of whether the Americans had the 
resolve to fi ght; effective defense was simply impossible, given the assets and 
other resources available to the US military at the time.1
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The failure of a focused denial defense might, moreover, extend beyond Tai-
wan. Although Taiwan is the most vulnerable plausible coalition member to 
Chinese military strength, China might simply grow powerful enough to punch 
through any attempt by the United States and others to defend the Philippines, 
South Korea, and even Japan.

This is not just doomsday prophesying. Taiwan and other potential coalition 
states can be effectively defended, but doing so demands strict focus on devel-
oping and preparing an effective defense posture. Developing such a posture is 
feasible but diffi cult; it requires that the United States, Taiwan, and potentially 
other states such as Japan and Australia promptly and resolutely adapt their 
strategies and forces to meet the requirements of the denial strategy.2 But it is 
possible that some or all will fail to prepare suffi ciently. This could result from 
a failure to appreciate the severity of the threat China poses, confusion about 
how to respond to it, fear of Beijing’s wrath, distraction, or simple inertia.

Adapting to the Failure of a Denial Defense

The need for a serious, credible defense strategy would be all the more ur-
gent if a focused denial defense was unworkable, since the absence of a fall-
back strategy would leave Beijing a clear path to regional hegemony. How, 
then, would the United States and the anti-hegemonic coalition adapt? This is a 
crucial issue not merely in theory but for defense planning today. The United 
States and other members of the coalition, even though they should seek to 
make a focused denial defense work, must also have a sense of what they would 
do if this approach proves inadequate.

At one level, such planning is simple prudence; preparing a fallback is al-
ways a good idea, especially in a domain like the development of military 
forces and posture, in which decisions can take decades to play out. The more 
specifi c reason, though, is that the United States, its allies, and other coalition 
members need to understand how preparations for a denial defense might con-
tribute to or detract from a fallback defense and vice versa. This is important 
because they should favor actions that strengthen denial defense while at least 
not detracting from their ability to develop whatever fallback defense they 
would pursue if a focused denial defense no longer proved tenable. Conversely, 
they should be hesitant to take steps that would strengthen a focused denial de-
fense but might compromise their ability to mount a fallback defense.
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What, then, would a fallback to a focused denial defense look like? The op-
timal response to each contingency—denial being workable but requiring sig-
nifi cant escalation, and denial being simply unworkable—is different.

In the case of the fi rst contingency, the problem facing the United States 
and other defenders would be the need to escalate the war in order to deny 
China’s ability to seize and hold allied territory. The recourse is to do precisely 
this—the United States and its allies and partners would need to shoulder 
that burden of escalation. The question is what would render them willing to 
do so.

The second contingency would require a more fundamental reassessment of 
US and coalition strategy. The attempt to deny China’s ability to seize a US ally 
within the coalition would have failed, whether outright or because continuing 
to try to do so would lead to the compromise of the coalition’s edge in a sys-
temic regional war. In these circumstances, the United States and the coalition 
would need to fall back from defending the imperiled ally to recapturing their 
lost territory, an option that not only could work but would also satisfy the core 
political logic of the anti-hegemonic coalition and the critical role US alliances 
play within it.

A Recapture Approach

To repeat, the United States needs to ensure the effective defense of a 
targeted ally. US alliances—the states to which Washington has made security 
commitments—form the steel skeleton of the anti-hegemonic coalition; by 
placing its differentiated credibility on the line to these allies, Washington 
reassures them suffi ciently that they are willing to participate in the coalition. 
So strengthened, the coalition is powerful enough to outweigh China. Uphold-
ing this commitment means ensuring the conditions the ally needs to continue 
contributing to the alliance. At the end of the day, this means that the ally’s key 
territory must be free—or freed—from subordination to Beijing.

Denying Beijing a fait accompli is, once again, preferable. But it is not 
strictly necessary to meet this criterion. The key point is to ensure that, at the 
end of the war, the ally is free of the attacker’s domination. If the United States 
and other states cannot block China from taking their allies in the fi rst place, 
then they can later liberate the conquered allies—including at the peace table. 
To do this, the United States and its confederates can resort to a strategy that 
expels China from the targeted ally’s territory.



T H E  B I N D I N G  S T R A T E G Y 195

Such a recapture approach differs from the second denial option, in which 
the defenders allow the attacker to seize part of the target state’s territory before 
counterattacking without ever letting the invaders consolidate their hold on the 
seized territory. Recapture assumes that the invader has been able to consoli-
date its gains and establish its defenses. Because of this, it would almost invar-
iably require drawing on a much larger fraction of the United States’ strength 
as well as that of its allies and partners. If these states had already committed 
the full weight of their militaries to trying to defeat China’s invasion of an ally 
and had been defeated, then their ability to liberate that ally would likely be 
negligible.

In reality, however, that is unlikely. In raw terms, the United States and its 
plausible allies and partners are collectively considerably more powerful than 
China and almost certainly will remain so for the foreseeable future. Yet for the 
reasons described earlier, including most fundamentally the asymmetries of in-
terests between Beijing and the states considering coming to the aid of China’s 
victim, it is unlikely that any of the states involved, besides the victim itself, 
would contribute the full measure of its strength to stopping an initial invasion 
attempt. Thus, even if China defeated the United States and its allies and part-
ners in its bid to conquer a US ally, these states would still be able to draw on 
their untapped reservoirs of strength to try to liberate the victim state. The ques-
tion is whether they would be willing to do so.3

History suggests that they might be willing to do so, since it offers abundant 
examples of successful recapture campaigns. The Crusaders seized Jerusalem 
and parts of the Holy Land, but over succeeding generations, these lands were 
eventually recaptured by Islamic powers. Conversely, the Spanish and Portu-
guese progressively recaptured the Iberian Peninsula from Islamic rule. In the 
Second World War, the Allies freed occupied Europe, and the United States and 
its Pacifi c allies liberated many of Japan’s occupied territories in Asia. And al-
lies or territory can also be regained at the peace table. The Allies never forcibly 
retook Malaya or the Dutch East Indies; Tokyo relinquished them at the end of 
the Pacifi c War.

In a recapture approach, the United States and any potentially participating 
confederates would face a choice analogous to Beijing’s in its initial conquest: 
they could employ a punishment strategy to seek to make China give up the 
captured ally, or they could rely primarily on brute force to seize it back. A suf-
fi cient recapture approach does not necessarily require freeing every piece of 
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seized territory; rather, it means liberating the captured state’s key territory to 
ensure that the ally can be restored as an independent state contributing to the 
coalition. In the context of Taiwan, this would very likely require freeing the 
main island—but not, for instance, the offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu. 
In the case of the Philippines, meanwhile, it would mean freeing the main is-
lands such as Luzon, but not necessarily Scarborough Shoal or other features 
that Manila claims in opposition to Beijing in the South China Sea.

The Demerits of Relying on Horizontal or 
Vertical Escalation for Recapture

Although the punishment and conquest approaches would differ in critical 
respects, both would almost certainly require the United States and its confed-
erates to expand the war.

A punishment approach would mean a larger and more violent war because 
the engaged allies and partners would have to impose suffi cient costs on China 
to induce it to give up the subordinated state. Given that Beijing would have 
manifold reasons to resist disgorging such a prized gain, and with so much rid-
ing on the resolution of the confl ict, these costs would have to be very high even 
to prompt Beijing to consider giving up the held state.

Such a punishment approach would be very unlikely to work, however, for 
the same reasons that it would very likely not work to deny China’s acquisition 
of the target in the fi rst place. As in that instance, horizontal escalation alone 
would be unlikely to be effective because China is unlikely to possess anything 
beyond its borders that the coalition could threaten that is as important to it as 
prevailing in a war critical to its establishment of hegemony in Asia. Beijing 
would, for instance, almost certainly trade its bases in the South China Sea—let 
alone Indian Ocean or other outposts—for this goal, both on its own terms but 
also confi dent that it could rectify the threats to its more distant interests later if 
it could subordinate, for instance, Taiwan or the Philippines and thereby weaken 
the anti-hegemonic coalition.

Alternatively, the United States and its allies and partners could in theory 
seize other parts of Chinese territory and seek to trade them for the targeted ally. 
If for instance Taiwan were diffi cult to seize back, however, mainland territory 
would almost certainly be even harder, especially since China has no distant 
separated territories, as Hawaii is for the United States or Polynesia is for 
France. Moreover, such seizure could well provoke Chinese nuclear employ-
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ment in defense of its territory, which in turn might seem legitimate both to its 
own people and to important third parties. Horizontal escalation in these cir-
cumstances is therefore likely to result in a Chinese victory.

Conversely, relying on vertical escalation alone to reverse defeat would gener-
ate these downsides perhaps even more acutely. Crossing the nuclear threshold 
would turn a recapture attempt of a Chinese-occupied ally into a nuclear brink-
manship contest while catalyzing China’s fl ashing vengeance, hardening its peo-
ple’s resolve, and leading either to Chinese victory or to mutual devastation.

The United States and its allies and partners could also pursue a punishment 
strategy that mixed horizontal and vertical escalation. They could try, for in-
stance, to expand the cost imposition campaign to include much or all of 
mainland China while also increasing the intensity of the attacks. Even were 
this possible—and there is abundant reason to doubt that they could mount 
such a campaign against a China strong enough to seize and hold Taiwan or the 
Philippines—this approach would rest on the highly dubious proposition that 
China would relent and disgorge its gains before the United States gave up. It 
would thus voluntarily turn the confl ict into a contest of societal pain tolerance 
without a clear end point, hardly an attractive or promising recourse given the 
limits on Americans’ interests in Asia discussed earlier.

Consequently, in the event of the failure of a denial defense, the United States 
and other involved states would very likely need to seize back the conquered 
territory directly. This would require an invasion of the seized state, and be-
cause of the location of US allies in Asia, this would almost certainly involve 
an amphibious assault. As previously laid out, a successful amphibious inva-
sion in these circumstances requires air and maritime dominance or something 
approaching it. Obtaining this dominance—if feasible at all—would very likely 
require a much larger, riskier, and costlier war effort than the more localized 
and constrained war envisioned for a focused denial defense.

Recapturing Taiwan

Let us take the case of Taiwan. If Taiwan had been lost to China and Beijing 
had been able to consolidate its defenses over the island, recapture would almost 
certainly be a highly costly, risky, and arduous venture for the United States and 
any engaged allies and partners. Instead of benefi ting from the advantages of de-
fending their position on the island, the United States and any engaged confed-
erates would be the inherently exposed attackers facing a prepared defender.
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To enable an invasion to recapture Taiwan, the United States and its engaged 
allies and partners would probably fi rst have to weaken the island’s defenses. 
This would likely mean isolating Taiwan and the PLA forces on it from main-
land China, which, in turn, would likely mean denying China the use of the 
maritime area and airspace in and around the Taiwan Strait. Because of the 
PLA’s size and sophistication, this would almost certainly require a very large 
number of attacks against assets and facilities across a much greater expanse of 
territory. The United States and other engaged states would almost surely need 
to heavily degrade the PLA Navy and Air Force, both to isolate Chinese forces 
on Taiwan and ultimately to protect any invasion force from PLA interdiction.

If these efforts to sunder—or at least substantially degrade—the links be-
tween the mainland and PLA elements on Taiwan were successful, China’s 
forces on Taiwan would still likely be powerful, not least because China would 
probably anticipate such a response. Over time, however, lacking reinforce-
ments, relief, or critical military supplies that likely could not be replaced from 
the island such as replacement munitions, spare parts, and oil and gas, PLA 
forces on Taiwan would grow weaker and more vulnerable.

Assuming that China did not surrender the island—a very reasonable as-
sumption given the tremendous stakes—this situation could last some time, 
largely because the military requirements for a counterassault would be very 
high. Given that Taiwan is well within range of forces on the Chinese mainland, 
obtaining the necessary aerial and maritime dominance would require an enor-
mous effort against a military power that had exhibited the strength and skill to 
take the island in the fi rst place.4 Moreover, the range of modern munitions and 
platforms means that achieving this dominance would implicate a territorial ex-
panse well beyond Taiwan. US and allied and partner forces would have to de-
stroy or degrade not only the transport shipping and aircraft resupplying PLA 
forces on Taiwan but also China’s fi ghter, attack, and bomber aircraft, warships, 
and land-based strike systems that could threaten US and other friendly forces 
off Taiwan and ultimately on it.5 This would almost certainly constitute a much 
more far-reaching and violent campaign than either of the denial options would 
require, and it would impose a heavy burden of escalation on the United States 
and its allies and partners.

To make such an effort feasible, the United States and any other engaged 
states would need to redirect their economies to develop and sustain the forces 
needed for such a confl ict, which would likely involve high rates of attrition. 
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This, too, would almost certainly take a long time. The largest Western Allied 
counteroffensives in the Second World War did not take place until 1944, al-
most three years after the United States entered the confl ict—and even longer 
after the United States, then the world’s largest industrial power, began to ramp 
up military production as the Arsenal of Democracy.6 And modern military 
weaponry can take considerably longer to fi eld than that of the Second World 
War. Producing individual missiles under current circumstances can take years; 
production could be accelerated, but it is not clear by how much, especially 
since the demand would vastly outstrip current production capacity.7 Moreover, 
unlike in the Second World War, the United States would not enjoy a decisive 
advantage in industrial capacity; it is no longer unquestionably the world’s pre-
mier industrial state—indeed, that moniker may go to China.8

If the United States and other engaged allies and partners were able, even de-
spite these diffi culties, to secure such dominance over and around Taiwan, they 
could launch an amphibious and air assault to retake the island from the weak-
ened PLA forces still on the island. Given how the isolated and weakened Japa-
nese forces during the Second World War were able to defend Iwo Jima and 
Okinawa, however, it could well be an extraordinarily ugly fi ght.

Alternatively, the United States and the other engaged allies and partners 
could take a less conventional approach. Once they had established some sub-
stantial degree of air and maritime superiority, rather than launching a massive 
invasion reminiscent of Normandy or Okinawa, they could seek to insert 
smaller, nimbler force packages onto Taiwan. For instance, special forces could 
be used to degrade Chinese forces on the island and build up internal resistance. 
These efforts could be designed to undermine the effi cacy of PLA forces on 
Taiwan, preparing the way for a decisive conventional assault. These special 
forces could be delivered, albeit at some level of attrition, without the full de-
gree of dominance a full-scale regular assault would require.9 These insertions 
of forces could take place in contested zones where neither side has dominance, 
as US Marines were put ashore on Guadalcanal in 1942.10

This approach would stand essentially no chance of success if the PLA were 
reasonably supplied and reinforced on the island and in decent air and maritime 
communications with the mainland. But if the Chinese forces on Taiwan were 
effectively cut off, and if reasonably signifi cant Taiwan resistance forces were 
operating on the island, this approach might work, especially if it culminated in 
a larger assault or series of assaults once conditions were favorable.
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The Recapture Approach beyond Taiwan

Although Taiwan would present the most stressing case for a US recapture 
attempt, similar factors would apply to any effort to recapture another of Wash-
ington’s Asian allies, especially if Taiwan had previously been subordinated. 
For instance, while the Philippines is farther from mainland China, and the 
shadow of China’s military power currently falls more faintly on it, the subor-
dination of Taiwan would allow China to focus its force development and pos-
ture on the Philippines, even as it faced a weakened anti-hegemonic coalition 
and a less credible Washington.

A PLA that could successfully invade and occupy the Philippines might be 
almost as diffi cult to eject from the archipelago as it would be to expel the PLA 
from Taiwan. This is for all the reasons explored earlier but also because, if 
China were able to subordinate the Philippines, the United States would lose its 
major potential base of operations in Southeast Asia. US and allied and partner 
forces might still be able to operate from Japan, Australia, and Pacifi c Islands 
bases, but these are far from the Philippines, and that distance would impose a 
signifi cant tax on their military effi cacy.

Washington might seek to replace its lost operating locations in the Philip-
pines by looking to other Southeast Asian states, such as Indonesia, Vietnam, 
Malaysia, and Thailand. This strategy would face at least two problems, though. 
First, a China dominant over Taiwan, the Philippines, and the South China Sea 
could seriously hinder any such effort or even block it entirely, making it very 
diffi cult for the United States to access Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia. Sec-
ond, Beijing could seek to persuade those states that the prudent course was to 
align with it or at least neutralize them, given its more imposing new position 
and the United States’ failure to defend the Philippines and Taiwan. In such cir-
cumstances, those states might be considerably less willing to work with the 
United States, let alone ally with it. As a consequence of these diplomatic as 
well as operational challenges, an attempt by the United States and others to re-
take the Philippines would almost certainly require a much more expansive, 
violent, costly, and risky war compared to denying a successful Chinese inva-
sion of the archipelago in the fi rst place.

In summary, then, in either of the contingencies described earlier—either 
that the US and allied and partner effort to conduct a denial defense would fail 
without initiating burdensome escalation or that a denial defense would fail or 
had failed and thus that a recapture approach had become necessary—the 
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United States and its allies and partners would need to expand and intensify the 
war if they hoped to prevail, uphold the alliance in question and thus America’s 
(and possibly others’) differentiated credibility, and therefore maintain the co-
hesion of the anti-hegemonic coalition. They would have to assume a heavy 
burden of escalation in doing so.

China’s burden for counterescalating, meanwhile, would be lightened. Al-
though it would have immense incentives to avoid a general nuclear war even in 
the midst of a larger and more violent confl ict, the broader and harsher campaign 
that the United States and its engaged allies and partners would have to wage 
would require attacking more Chinese targets and doing more damage to China 
and its interests. However the United States and its confederates might try to sig-
nal otherwise, this might be hard to distinguish from a military campaign with 
unlimited ends.11 Even more, China would have a strong interest in not admitting 
that it did so distinguish. Rather, it would very likely seek to present such a cam-
paign as an unreasonable, dangerous, and unjustifi ed escalation and accordingly 
might well exploit this rationale to attempt to counterescalate itself—a move that 
might appear defensible, thereby increasing China’s coercive leverage over its 
adversaries. Without some fundamental change in circumstance, this might well 
give China a commanding advantage over the United States and its engaged al-
lies and partners in the critical combination of power and resolve.

This development would raise in the most pointed fashion the central quan-
dary facing the United States in seeking to deny China hegemony over Asia: 
Americans’ interests in a war in Asia are signifi cant but not necessarily of the 
highest order. Yet mounting either a more expansive denial defense campaign 
or a recapture attempt would essentially demand that the United States risk 
great loss, certainly of large numbers of military personnel, platforms, and re-
sources, but ultimately even devastation to the homeland, if the war escalated 
to the level of serious attacks on the two sides’ home territories—all to defend 
or liberate a distant ally on behalf of an anti-hegemonic coalition.

On what basis would Americans—and others—see this as worth doing?

Generating the Resolve

Either an expanded denial defense or recapture would be feasible only if the 
United States and its allies and partners possessed both the strength and the re-
solve needed to make it a success. To repeat, an anti-hegemonic coalition 
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stronger than China is unlikely in the foreseeable future to become a single, co-
hesive alliance. Alliances are likely to exist and new ones may form within the 
coalition, but it is unlikely that all states within the coalition will bind them-
selves to fi ght to defend the other members. In this context, it will fall to the 
United States, as the external cornerstone balancer, to play a central role as the 
hub of such a coalition, especially its military dimensions.

This does not mean, however, that only the United States can or would de-
fend or recapture Taiwan, the Philippines, or other vulnerable states. Other coa-
lition members, and even other states that are not members of the coalition, 
might help defend or retake these countries. States do not need to be formal al-
lies in order to end up fi ghting alongside or for one another, just as the United 
States came to Britain’s aid in two world wars even though the two had not 
been allied beforehand.

Strength and Determination

The success of an effort to defend a targeted ally from China, through either 
an escalated war or a recapture attempt, would come down to two factors: 
whether the engaged states were strong enough and whether they were suffi -
ciently determined. As discussed before, the two are interrelated. Broadly 
speaking, the more states are involved, the less resolute each one needs to be 
since there would be more power available; the fewer involved, the more reso-
lute those who are would need to be. Similarly, the more power they are willing 
to allocate, the less they would have to rely on resolve, and the more resolute 
they were, the less they would need to rely on overwhelming power.

In defending against Chinese ambitions, the United States would be the 
strongest state, but powerful states such as Japan, India, Vietnam, and Australia 
could make a material difference. More distant states such as Germany and 
other European countries, as well as the Gulf states, could affect the contest 
more indirectly, for instance, through economic assistance or pressure.

Resolve—the degree to which the states are prepared to dedicate their 
strength to the favorable outcome of the struggle—is critical because even an 
engaged state can assume a range of postures in a confl ict, from fully commit-
ted to passive supporter. It thus matters greatly not only which states are en-
gaged but also how much these states, especially the stronger and better 
positioned ones, are willing to allocate and risk for the venture’s success. Natu-
rally, the resolve of the United States would be crucial; but the willingness of 
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other potential combatants and supporters to dedicate military effort, allow ac-
cess, or apply economic pressure could be highly signifi cant.

The key question would then be: How could enough states be enlisted, and 
the requisite degree of resolve generated among them, to successfully apply ei-
ther of the much harder, costlier, and riskier approaches?

Choosing to Fight

Generally, a willingness to enter a war and the resolve to prevail in it proceed 
from a state’s leaders and the populations they lead judging the benefi ts of do-
ing so as worth the costs and risks. Any strategy guiding the defending coalition 
would thus need to appear to these audiences to link the costs and risks that it 
demanded they incur with the benefi ts that it would seek to gain or protect for 
them. A strategy that does not seem suffi ciently reasonable and appropriate 
when it is seriously tested is unlikely to be followed and will thus likely be seen 
as a bluff. And a state like China, with the power and incentives to challenge 
such a strategy, is likely to call such a bluff.

Such strategies are not just impractical, however: they also do not deserve 
Americans’ support. Asking citizens of the United States to suffer costs well out 
of proportion to the issues at stake violates the very heart of the proposition of 
the nation, which is to put the citizenry’s interest fi rst, consistent with a rational 
purpose. Strategies that demand too much sacrifi ce for what they promise are 
thus irrational in this most important sense. Even in war, as Clausewitz ob-
served, the “noblest pride” is to behave “rationally at all times.”12 A similar 
logic would no doubt apply to citizens of other republics.

An effective expanded denial or recapture strategy would thus need to cata-
lyze the resolve of enough powerful and well-positioned states that they would 
do what was required to prevail. In other words, if a focused denial defense 
failed or was expected to fail, the United States and its confederates would need 
to fi nd ways that justifi ed and impelled fi ghting a more expansive and intensive 
war than the one China preferred. But given that China would have tried to 
frame the war as limited in scope and consequence—for instance, as narrowly 
confi ned to Taiwan and its environs—why would the United States and other 
states see the situation as justifying such a costly and risky effort? If they al-
lowed China to defi ne the war’s scope, they might well not.

Critically, then, the United States and other coalition states should not allow 
Beijing to be the one to determine the bounds of the war—they must set these 
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bounds themselves. For although they would likely not be willing to fi ght the 
kind of war needed to prevail if the struggle seemed only narrowly to concern 
Taiwan or the Philippines, they might well be prepared to risk that larger war if 
it seemed necessary to stop China from dominating Asia.

The crucial presupposition for making this work is that the potentially par-
ticipating states, above all the United States, would need to judge that China 
was indeed highly aggressive and dangerous and thus that letting it secure so 
much power would place their vital interests in too much peril. In other words, 
Americans and other relevant populations would have to fi nd unpersuasive 
tempting rationalizations for not acting. In practice, this means that China 
would need to seem not merely a potential danger but an evident and manifest 
threat. Given the costs and risks entailed in defeating such a powerful foe, argu-
ments for doing so would need to rest on more than speculation about how such 
a power might become more menacing once it gained more strength; they 
would need to point to clear, compelling evidence of how menacingly Beijing 
was already behaving and how unacceptably dangerous it would be to 
allow such a state to prevail in the confl ict at hand and grow more powerful as 
a result.

China would of course have strong incentives to avoid arousing this much 
alarm. Accordingly, an effective strategy in these circumstances would require 
that China’s own application of its focused and sequential limited war strategy 
would lead to a corresponding change in the potential participants’ valuation of 
the stakes at hand.13 That is, China’s very use of its limited war strategy should 
lead members of the potential coalition to see how dangerous and aggressive 
Beijing is. This perception should lead more states to determine to deny Beijing 
the success of its strategy—even if that requires a very costly and risky effort.

At heart, this is a simple idea. If the costs and risks of fi ghting increase, then 
so, too, must the benefi ts if a combatant is rationally to keep going. In a limited 
war, the side will benefi t that is more willing to invest a greater share of its total 
material power in the effort and that is able to make its opponent less willing to 
do so. Because the anti-hegemonic coalition must by defi nition be stronger than 
China, if enough members can be enlisted and suffi ciently motivated to dedi-
cate enough power, it should prevail, even if doing so requires a much costlier 
and riskier war. But for this to happen, enough coalition members must see 
some great and driving justifi cation to enter or stay in the fi ght, fi ght harder, and 
commit more of their resources rather than back down.
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The Inherent Subjectivity of Security

The crucial question, then, is: What would make states decide to fi ght and do 
so with the necessary vigor?

This gets at a deeper question of why states and people fi ght and why they 
decide to fi ght harder and more resolutely in the face of adversity rather than 
concede. From a rationalistic perspective, states fi ght primarily for their sur-
vival and their security interests—from “fear and interest.”14 The more a state 
perceives its security to be at risk, the more likely it is to fi ght and the harder it 
will fi ght.

But security is not a material thing that can be touched and precisely meas-
ured. It is an assessment inherently subject to judgment: the sense one has of 
whether one is threatened and to what degree. It therefore depends on factors that 
are not purely material, such as what one wants to defend and one’s tolerance for 
risk. It also depends on judgments about others’ future behavior that are inher-
ently speculative, such as assessments of how likely others are to harm the inter-
ests one holds dear and how they might do so. The fi rst two of these factors are 
preferences rather than tangible facts, while the third and fourth are about judg-
ments of another’s future behavior. None is amenable to precise measurement.

One person’s defi nition of security can thus differ greatly from another’s: 
one person may be willing to bear the risk of living in a dangerous neighbor-
hood if it is lively or chic, while another might want a much lower crime rate; 
one person might tolerate living in a neighborhood of pickpockets and gangs, 
while another might want to live where the doors can be left unlocked. Simi-
larly, one state might be content living within its existing boundaries, while an-
other might insist on a buffer zone. One might be content to live under another’s 
hegemony so long as its citizens’ lives are protected; another might insist on 
freedom and independence, even at risk to its citizens’ lives.

Yet, of course, security is not entirely constructed or subjective. The cardinal 
reality at the root of the idea of security is that humans are embodied beings 
who can be killed. But because subjectivity is present—because perceptions of 
security are not fi xed and thus depend in considerable part on one’s own judg-
ments of what one needs and how threatening others are—people’s and nations’ 
judgments about security can be deliberately and strategically managed.15

Thus states, like individuals, do not determine whether and how hard to fi ght 
based only on strict considerations of the balance of power, as important as 
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these are. They also try to assess other states’ intentions and resolve. In other 
words, decisions to fi ght and how far to go are predicated not only on how pow-
erful the other side is but also on how likely it is to use that power against one’s 
self and what the consequences of that use would be.16 The Germany-Japan 
Axis was very powerful, but it was not only their power that led to such a strong 
and resolute countercoalition. It was the way the Axis fought and behaved, and 
what that indicated about the consequences of an Axis victory, that spurred 
states to fi ght so hard to defeat it.17

This helps explain why states and individuals fi ght for reasons that do not ap-
pear purely rational—and why they sometimes fi ght harder than they might oth-
erwise be expected to. For instance, states and individuals often fi ght and fi ght 
harder when they believe honor or justice is at stake. This of course has a thumotic 
component; human beings are thinking creatures, but they are also motivated and 
impelled by sensations such as pride, joy, sadness, anger, grief, revenge, and 
fear.18 When strong passions are triggered and sustained, human behavior often 
changes with them. States are less passionate than individuals, but they are not 
immune to emotion and passion, since state action is a product of human decision.

But the infl uence of thumos also has a rational aspect. A state, like an indi-
vidual, that is too unfailingly reasonable risks becoming a safe target because 
its reactions will incline toward the measured. A person, for instance, who al-
ways tries to calm an argument with business associates by trying to be reason-
able and accommodating may well get run roughshod over by them. Thus the 
archaic-sounding honor of states stands as something of a proxy for how much 
they are respected and feared. States that allow themselves to be dishonored are 
states that can be bullied. This is of course an instrumental rather than a primary 
interest, and its overemphasis can lead to poor and even disastrous decisions, 
but it is far from irrational or unimportant.

When perceptions of injustice relate to how dangerous another state is and 
provide motivation to move against it before a too detached instrumental ration-
ality might suggest doing so, then these perceptions can contribute to a rational 
conception of security. A state that is brutal and that disregards established 
moral norms is reasonably dreaded, just as a cruel and untrustworthy person is 
also reasonably to be feared. Dealing with such a state before it has accumulated 
enough power to become truly menacing may be wise. Indeed, it is not unrea-
sonable to surmise that certain thumotic reactions became so strong among 
human beings for evolutionary reasons—because they help us survive.19
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This all means that the fundamental way to ensure that more states intervene 
and invest more of their power is to make sure that their perception of threat 
and other sources of resolve are activated. This means that the war must unfold 
in a way that triggers this result.

The Binding Strategy

This is so important both because states may enter and leave a war at varying 
points and because how much they are willing to invest and risk in the contest 
may vary. Because these factors are at least partly subjective, they can be infl u-
enced and shaped. They therefore interact with strategy.

The way a war starts and is fought affects the perception of the stakes at 
issue—and thus it affects both who elects to intervene as well as the resolve of the 
combatants to prevail—including in ways that are much different from what ap-
peared to be the stakes of and reasons for the war at its outset. The First World 
War was precipitated by a dispute over Austria’s treatment of Serbia, but as the 
war ground on and expanded, it became about whether Germany would dominate 
Europe, freedom of the seas for the United States, and ultimately the survival of 
great empires. As it expanded, the war enlisted far more effort and sacrifi ce than 
the combatants had anticipated and drew in states that had planned to sit it out.20

But perception of a change in stakes can also happen more specifi cally be-
cause of the behavior of the enemy. Indeed, actions an opponent takes can trig-
ger thumotic reactions on the other side that go beyond purely instrumental 
calculations. And this is not a phenomenon to which states must be passively 
subject. Indeed, generating this kind of thumotic effect has long been a core 
part of waging war—the history of warfare is full of actions designed to strike 
at an enemy’s morale.21 Bloodcurdling stories of what the Mongols or Tamer-
lane’s armies had done undermined the confi dence and thus the fi ghting strength 
of the victims these conquerors had yet to face.

By the same token, states can deliberately induce or even compel opponents 
or potential opponents to act in ways that change how they and others perceive 
those opponents and their goals. In 1861, Abraham Lincoln adroitly maneu-
vered the rebellious states into fi ring the fi rst hostile shot at Fort Sumter, lead-
ing to a groundswell of support from the population of the loyal states and tens 
of thousands of volunteers—something it was by no means clear would have 
happened if the federal government had appeared to take the fi rst hostile step.22 
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Likewise, lore has it that British troops fi red fi rst at Lexington Green on the ci-
vilian militia, leading to an outcry against the British and a groundswell of sup-
port for the Patriot cause. But some speculate that the fi rst shot may have been 
deliberately fi red by a Son of Liberty to goad the Redcoats into fi ring en masse. 
Whatever actually happened, what is clear is that the perception that the British 
had fi red fi rst helped turn the New England countryside into a beehive of Patriot 
activity and contributed to the appeal of the Patriot cause throughout the Amer-
ican colonies and beyond.23

This can also work at the state level. In the nineteenth century, Great Britain 
insisted that the European powers observe the neutrality of Belgium, located 
between the British Isles and French (and ultimately German) power. Belgium 
was so situated that an attacker had to violate the neutrality of an innocent third 
state in order to dominate the wealthy Low Countries, which also provided a 
natural jumping-off point for an invasion of the British Isles.24 Berlin scoffed in 
1914 that the 1839 Treaty of London, which guaranteed Belgian neutrality, was 
a “mere scrap of paper,” but Germany’s massive attack into Belgium in 1914 
cost it dearly because it helped catalyze British and ultimately American re-
solve to stand with Belgium and France.25 Similarly, during the Second Italian 
War of Independence, Cavour ensured that Austria attacked fi rst, rightly judg-
ing that this would induce vital intervention by France on Sardinia’s behalf.26

Japan’s actions in the Second World War, especially its attack on Pearl Har-
bor and rampage through Asia in December 1941 and January 1942, serve as a 
textbook demonstration of how military actions can change the perception of 
threat by a state’s opponents and heighten their resolve. Japan’s basic need in 
late 1941 was to break out of the straitjacket imposed by the American oil em-
bargo and free its hand to close out its war in China.27 These objectives could 
arguably have been served by Tokyo’s focusing its attacks on the European co-
lonial possessions in Asia and specifi cally avoiding attacking the United States 
or its territories. With Britain occupied with the war in Europe and North Africa 
and France and the Netherlands under German control, the United States was 
the only power that could have taken Japan on over these European holdings. 
Seizing only the British territories in Malaya, Borneo, and Hong Kong as 
well as the Dutch East Indies—in addition to French Indochina, which Japan 
had occupied in 1940, on top of Tokyo’s long-standing control of Formosa and 
Korea—would have given Japan something approaching ascendancy over the 
region and might have averted American intervention entirely.



T H E  B I N D I N G  S T R A T E G Y210

Indeed, in late 1941, most Americans opposed entry into either theater of the 
war, and the cause of defending European colonial possessions in Asia would 
have provided about as limp a rallying cry as could be conceived. The United 
States might still have intervened against Japan for purely strategic reasons. Yet 
it is far from clear that the American people would have supported the enor-
mous and ferocious war effort that proved necessary to defeat Japan in the Pa-
cifi c, an effort that led not only to imperial Japan’s defeat but to its near-total 
destruction and capitulation. Facing a more focused and restrained effort by Ja-
pan, the American people might have balked at going to these lengths and set-
tled for something far short of total victory, leaving imperial Japan holding on 
to much more than it ultimately did.

Instead, Japan demonstrated beginning in December 1941 that it was far more 
directly dangerous to the United States than Americans had thought and, in so 
doing, catalyzed their “righteous anger,” both through the perceived perfi dy of 
its surprise attacks and by its conduct.28 Reports of Japanese barbarities against 
US and Allied forces and civilians in the Philippines and elsewhere deepened 
and hardened the resolve of Americans to support and sacrifi ce for total victory.

In circumstances where a focused denial defense would too likely fail, then, 
the United States’ strategic purpose should be to force China to have to do what 
Japan did voluntarily: to try to achieve its ambitions, China would have to be-
have in a way that will spur and harden the resolve of the peoples in the broader 
coalition to intervene and for those engaged to intensify and widen the war to a 
level at which they would win it. The question is how.

Making China Fight in a Way That Changes the Coalition’s 
Threat Perception

The key is that Beijing itself must alter the potential coalition’s perception of 
the stakes. China must not be allowed to precipitate and fi ght a war over Taiwan 
or the Philippines in a manner that makes it seem insuffi ciently threatening to 
other regional nations’ vital interests. Instead it must be made to reveal the full 
extent and nature of the threat that it poses to their vital interests.

Since China’s interest is precisely in avoiding being placed in this situation, 
however, ensuring Beijing would have to act in this way to try to attain its am-
bitions very likely needs to be the product of deliberate action. The United 
States in particular as well as its allies and partners must therefore prepare, pos-
ture, and act to compel China to have to conduct its campaign in ways that 
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indicate it is a greater and more malign threat not only to the state it has targeted 
but to the security and dignity of the other states that might come to its defense.

We might call this approach the binding strategy. Successfully applied, it 
should lead even the more reluctant among the important members of the anti-
hegemonic coalition to see the value of counteracting China presently rather 
than waiting and in confronting it through a larger and riskier war than the more 
confi ned one Beijing prefers to fi ght.

For the binding strategy to work, China’s behavior is crucial because it is the 
factor that generates these changed perceptions. Although the coalition can take 
some positive steps, for instance, by revealing or amplifying previously hidden 
or underappreciated information about China’s military investments or actions, 
ultimately this approach is about Beijing’s behavior and what it signifi es or re-
veals about the threat it poses.

Vitally, this means that China’s actions must not be seen as defensive or rea-
sonable responses to the coalition’s provocation. The whole point of the bind-
ing strategy is to show that the attacker’s true intent is not narrow and constrained 
but broader and more dangerous than had previously been supposed. The war 
must therefore not unfold in such a way that China’s way of fi ghting appears to 
key audiences to be defensive, justifi ed, or reasonable.

This is an instrumentally rational strategic point; behavior viewed as defen-
sive will inherently seem more self-limiting and thus less threatening. But it is 
also a moral point that touches on intuitions and sensibilities that infl uence so 
much of human behavior. This is crucial because the moral sensibility is ele-
mental for generating resolve—hence Napoleon’s point that the moral is to the 
physical in war as three to one.29 Defensive actions are likely to be seen as more 
reasonable and less threatening than offensive ones. Human beings and states 
alike tend to have a markedly different reaction to something being taken from 
them than to being inhibited from taking something they do not already have. 
Their resolve is generally greater to defend what they have than to seize what 
they do not.

This returns us to the crucial role of the burden of escalation. If a state has 
ways of fi ghting that are not only effective but also appear defensive and justi-
fi ed, then its burden of escalation will be lighter; if, by contrast, its ways of 
fi ghting appear offensive and unreasonable, then its burden will be that much 
heavier. The crucial task for the United States and the coalition is to present Be-
ijing with a dilemma: to prevail in the focused war it seeks, Beijing must have 
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to act in ways that will motivate coalition states to fi ght and fi ght hard and oth-
ers to support them.

The Sources of Higher Resolve

The core idea of the binding strategy is to deliberately make China have to 
strengthen the coalition’s resolve if it tries to attain its ambitions. Because states 
tend toward self-interest, especially in the painful crucible of war, the most impor-
tant part of making the binding strategy work is to ensure that China clearly dem-
onstrates the actual threat that it poses to the coalition states’ security. But Beijing 
can also be induced to behave in ways that engage the thumotic aspects of coali-
tion states’ decision-making. Although these may be less reliable than pure self-
interest, they may contribute to decisions both to fi ght and to fi ght harder.

An attacker like China may trigger other states’ resolve by revealing or being 
made to reveal its aggressiveness, ambition, cruelty, unreliability, power, or dis-
respect for the honor of such states.

Aggressiveness

A China perceived as more aggressive will appear more likely to start wars, 
otherwise use violence, or threaten to use force to advance its interests. This is 
important because states might think that an aspiring hegemon like China will 
not use its massive military power to coerce them, even once it had subordi-
nated Taiwan or the Philippines. If their perception of China’s threshold for us-
ing violence changes, though, they might determine that checking Beijing 
earlier is the more prudent course, whether that means entering the war or ex-
panding or intensifying it once engaged.

Perhaps the clearest and sometimes the most important way of making sure 
China is seen this way is simply by ensuring that it is the one to strike fi rst. Few 
human moral intuitions are more deeply rooted than that the one who started it 
is the aggressor and accordingly the one who presumptively owns a greater 
share of moral responsibility. There is thus an enormous political-strategic ben-
efi t to being seen as defending or responding to an adversary’s fi rst move; a state 
or its allies reacting to such an attack may consider steps in response that they 
would not otherwise have contemplated. This is even more the case when such 
an attack is seen as perfi dious or dastardly. For instance, after a century and a 
half of insisting on the rights of nonbelligerent shipping and having actually 
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gone to war with Germany in 1917 in part to uphold neutral shipping rights, the 
United States declared unrestricted submarine warfare on Japan on December 8, 
1941—but only after the attack on Pearl Harbor.30

In addition to striking fi rst, another way that China could be perceived as 
dangerously aggressive is if it attacked more states. A country willing to do this 
gives other states great reason to fear, and to counter it promptly. Nazi Germa-
ny’s willingness to attack so many states, even ones Berlin had left untouched 
in the First World War, such as the Netherlands, Denmark, and Norway, indi-
cated a degree of aggressiveness that impelled its opponents to fi ght and fi ght 
hard enough to eventually overpower it.31

Based on this logic, the United States and its allies and partners could seek to 
ensure that China is not able to seize Taiwan or the Philippines without striking 
well beyond the vicinity of those states, for instance, at the forces, assets, or ter-
ritory of the United States as well as other states both in the region and more 
distant. For this strategy to work, Beijing would need to see the military value 
of these attacks as too compelling to be ignored—for instance, because neglect-
ing them would allow these other forces to do too much damage to any invasion 
force or blockade enforcers—just as Japan felt it necessary to attack US and 
British forces fi rst and without warning in 1941. China should face a dilemma 
between striking at these important targets but in so doing catalyzing other 
states’ resolve or withholding the strikes but compromising its military effi cacy. 
Beijing could be made to face this dilemma not only at the outset but during a 
confl ict, as Germany confronted such a dilemma about whether to expand sub-
marine operations against a neutral United States in the two world wars.

The United States and its allies and partners could put this aspect of a binding 
strategy into effect in a number of ways. One is by enmeshing their military pos-
ture. Greater military integration would tempt China to attack a much broader 
set of states. If China needed only to attack Taiwan and its forces as well as per-
haps those local US forces engaged in the island’s defense in order to subordi-
nate the island, such a campaign is unlikely to seem so aggressive. But if, to 
ensure that its attack on Taiwan succeeded, it also had to attack US forces, terri-
tory, and assets farther afi eld as well as those of Japan, the Philippines, Aus-
tralia, South Korea, and perhaps others, that would clearly show Beijing to be 
far more aggressive than it would want potential opponents to believe.

In military terms, the most natural way to put an opponent in this position is 
by posturing and readying forces so that, if a state hopes to conduct a success-
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ful invasion or other coercive campaign, it must attack on a much grander scale, 
against more targets in more countries, than it might have preferred. During the 
later Cold War, for example, NATO’s force posture meant that even if Moscow 
hoped only to subdue West Germany in an invasion, the Soviet Bloc would also 
have had to attack and likely invade a wide range of other NATO countries to 
prevail in such a contest.

Today, coalition states could posture or ready themselves to achieve this ef-
fect in a variety of ways, bearing in mind that not all participants need to pull 
the same weight or assume the same degree of exposure. Perfection is not the 
threshold for success, since even partial effects can have a signifi cant impact on 
states’ resolve. For instance, while the United States might prepare for direct, 
active combat against a focused Chinese assault on Taiwan or the Philippines, 
other states involved in the binding strategy might only host US and other 
states’ forces. If China struck at these hosting states, that could provide the im-
petus for them to intervene more directly. Moreover, the more resilient, dis-
persed, and survivable these hosted forces and their facilities are, and the harder 
it is for China to ascertain how those forces and facilities would operate, the 
more targets it would need to attack and the more forcefully it would need to do 
so, making any such attack seem more aggressive.

To take one example, Japan hosts multiple US military bases, but it also has 
its own bases as well as commercial airfi elds and ports that US and Japanese 
forces could use.32 China would face substantial risks by leaving those bases 
and facilities alone, but striking them would likely catalyze Japanese resolve. 
The same would apply to other states, including those not allied to the United 
States but which might provide support or access to US forces in a confl ict.

As noted previously, a defensive or status quo set of political goals can be 
entirely consistent with an active, forward-leaning, even aggressive military or 
operational approach so long as it is kept within appropriate bounds. Likewise, 
the political goal of ensuring that the other side actually starts the war does not 
require making one’s military posture passive or fragile. A military prepared for 
the opponent to strike fi rst can be ready, resilient, and postured to launch quick 
counterattacks, as the US Navy undertook in the Central Pacifi c in the early 
months of 1942.

If China knew, then, that US and other engaged forces could operate from a 
large number of locations across the Asia-Pacifi c region, it would be tempted to 
strike at these targets to diminish those forces’ effi cacy. Moreover, it might be 
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tempted to strike early and by surprise if it knew that those forces could, if al-
lowed to escape, disperse and present an even more painful dilemma. Further-
more, if China were unable to disable these airfi elds through strike operations, 
it might feel impelled to try even more aggressive and direct measures, such as 
assaulting them with ground forces. The concrete result would be to make 
China choose between allowing the United States and other engaged states to 
operate uncontested from these locations or striking widely at countries that 
might otherwise remain on the sidelines.

If China were compelled to act aggressively on this quandary, then even if 
Beijing were strong enough to compel the coalition to fi ght a larger war to de-
fend or recapture Taiwan, it would still have likely prompted the formation of a 
broader, more resolute coalition of states prepared to wage that costlier and 
risker confl ict. Of course, Beijing would prefer to avoid this outcome. But its 
preference would not be what mattered—it would be its revealed willingness to 
attack so broadly and with such violence.

This perception of the threat Beijing posed would be heightened further if the 
states engaged went beyond basing to interconnect their defense postures, mak-
ing their defenses essentially interdependent. Although a truly interconnected 
approach would be politically diffi cult to arrange, it would be the most thor-
ough and effective way of binding states together. If countries within the coali-
tion simply could not defend themselves without relying on others, then their 
fates would truly be bound together.33 For example, during the late Cold War, 
Japan’s Self-Defense Forces planned in the event of war to hunt Soviet subma-
rines and protect US airbases, providing safe passage to US naval assets 
and freeing up and enabling US strike operations against the Soviet Far East.34 
The effect was to bind together US and Japanese forces in the event of war 
around Japan—neither could accomplish the missions envisioned without the 
other’s active participation.

Ambition

An opponent can also be made to seem more ambitious than was previously 
believed. If aggressiveness is how likely a state is to use violence to achieve its 
aims, ambition is the expansiveness of its goals. While aggressiveness tells on 
how likely potential states are to be attacked, ambition tells on how likely they 
are to have vital interests violated, be subordinated, or be consumed altogether. 
This of course touches directly on other states’ most fundamental concerns: 
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how likely they are to become the object of another’s acquisitiveness. Thus the 
more ambitious a powerful state like China appears to be, the more others have 
reason to fear that sooner or later they will become its prey.

A state’s behavior makes a crucial difference in such assessments. In 1936, 
Western leaders might have credited Hitler’s protestations that Berlin’s goals 
were limited to returning Germany to equal status among the European states 
after the humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles; but German behavior toward 
Austria and Czechoslovakia in 1938 and 1939 and Berlin’s attack on Poland in 
1939 made it defi nitively clear that the Nazis hungered for far more and that the 
Western powers had better fi ght Germany even in a large war rather than be 
subjected to further salami-slicing.35 European states thought that they could 
cut deals with Napoleon at fi rst, but his many wars and the dramatically trans-
formational settlements Paris imposed after them ultimately led them to con-
clude that he could not be dealt with.36

Moreover, how ambitious others believe a combatant to be can change dur-
ing a war, since war aims are not fi xed during a confl ict. The federal govern-
ment’s demands from the Southern states dramatically rose over the course of 
the Civil War. The Triple Entente’s demands from the Central Powers rose sub-
stantially during the First World War. Nor are a state’s war aims always subject 
to cool deliberation. Bismarck was reluctant to annex Alsace-Lorraine but ac-
ceded to doing so in the face of a triumphant Prussian leadership that wanted 
more. The original war aims for United Nations forces in Korea in 1950 were 
the restoration of the status quo—two Koreas divided north and south—but vic-
tory at Incheon, momentum, and the personal infl uence of such individuals as 
Douglas MacArthur combined to widen those goals, at least for a time, to in-
clude unifi cation of North with South Korea.37

Inducing China to behave in ways that make it appear more ambitious is not, 
however, as direct a matter as making it appear more aggressive; unlike aggres-
siveness, which turns on the means that a state will employ to attain its goals, 
ambition is about the goals themselves. For an attacker, leaving hostile military 
forces in otherwise uninvolved or minimally involved states presents a very 
pointed military problem; leaving them untouched could frustrate its achieve-
ment of its goals outright. The attacker does not strictly need to change its polit-
ical goals to deal with this problem. That is because what matters in this context 
is not whether an attacker like China admits or even itself conceives that its aims 
have become more ambitious. It simply needs to seem more ambitious to other 
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states—or even just likely to become more ambitious, given that others must 
make provision for a future in which such a formidable state might become so.

An aspiring hegemon like China therefore has a signifi cant incentive to make 
its ambitions seem constrained and its war aims as modest and fi nite as possi-
ble. In the event of confl ict with elements of the anti-hegemonic coalition over, 
for example, Taiwan, Beijing would likely want other states to believe that once 
it had fulfi lled its desire to unify with Taiwan, it would be satisfi ed. But if 
enough states concluded that taking Taiwan was in fact only the fi rst step to-
ward grander ambitions on Beijing’s part, they would have an incentive to try 
to frustrate those ambitions sooner rather than later, even at the price of a larger 
and more costly war.

Perhaps the clearest way to make an attacker like China seem more ambi-
tious or likely to become so is to ensure that it cannot achieve an easy, clean 
victory. If Beijing had to face a frustrating and costly war to achieve even as fo-
cused a goal as Taiwan, it would be tempted or pressed to expand its aims to 
match the costs it incurred, just as the combatants’ aims in the First World War 
grew with the suffering they endured. This requirement is likely to put a pre-
mium on the resilience of the military posture of the United States and its allies 
and partners. The more resilient US and other relevant forces are, the more they 
can hold out and infl ict damage on Chinese forces, extending the confl ict and 
raising the costs to China.

Another way to force Beijing to appear more ambitious is similar to the tactic 
of making it choose between aggressiveness and failure. The United States and 
other engaged states can force Beijing to choose between allowing hostile 
forces to take sanctuary in states that otherwise might be only minimally in-
volved and striking at those forces. If Beijing strikes at forces in otherwise min-
imally involved states, that action is likely to trigger fears that Beijing’s appetite 
might grow with the eating, especially if Beijing were facing a tough and pro-
tracted war. In such circumstances, regional states might fear that China will 
feel compelled to go so far as to seize some of their own territory to disable or 
deny US and other defenders’ operations from their territory—and then insist 
on retaining any territories it seized to make the costs of such a war appear 
justifi ed.

Beijing might, for instance, lash out at or seize territory from the Philippines 
to deny it to US forces—and then insist on holding that territory or extracting 
some other equity if it prevailed in the war. It is worth remembering that 
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Washington had no claims on most of the Pacifi c Islands before December 1941 
but concluded the war in possession of or watching over the great bulk of them 
after having suffered mightily to extract them from Japanese control. Likewise, 
the United States made no claim on the Philippines at the beginning of the 
Spanish-American War, which was caused far more by matters in the Carib-
bean, but ended up with it at the war’s conclusion.38

To take another example of how this approach can be implemented in prac-
tice, a Soviet assault on NATO designed primarily to subjugate West Germany 
would, because of the laydown and operating patterns of NATO forces, have al-
most certainly required an attack on much of Western Europe. Such an attack 
might not have proved Moscow’s aspiration to subordinate all of Western Eu-
rope beyond the Federal Republic, but other Western NATO states would have 
had abundant reason to fear that it had that intention, especially in light of its 
semi-imperial control over Eastern Europe. In effect, NATO’s military posture 
made it more likely that Western states would fear that any Soviet attack on the 
West would not lead to localized, incremental political demands by Moscow 
but to a Soviet effort to dominate all of Europe.39

Cruelty

States must also take account of how another state, especially an aspiring re-
gional hegemon, would behave if it achieved its goals. If China appeared cruel 
in waging the war, states might fear that it would behave this way—or worse—
once it had accumulated even more power. This concern could increase their 
willingness to prevent Beijing from amassing the power to subject other states 
to such treatment.

Such reactions are common in military history. Reports of the rapacity and 
oppressiveness of French rule powered popular support for the campaigns 
against Napoleon’s armies. Asian populations that might otherwise have sup-
ported Japan’s efforts to unseat widely resented European colonial supremacy 
were alienated by Japan’s treatment of its occupied territories. Reports of the 
USSR’s staggering cruelties drove fears of what Soviet domination would 
mean and undergirded the Allied defense posture in the Cold War, which ulti-
mately rested on the threat to effectively obliterate the Soviet Union in what 
would have been the most destructive act in military history.40

The United States and its allies and partners could increase the likelihood that 
China would be perceived in this light by inducing Beijing to choose between, 
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on the one hand, striking at military targets and risking also hitting nonmilitary 
targets and, on the other hand, forbearing from striking at those military targets 
in the fi rst place. The defenders could do this by making their military fortifi ca-
tions and operations more resilient and diffi cult to precisely and effi ciently at-
tack. This simple counsel of military necessity could induce China to attack 
more cruelly than it would prefer. An unscrupulous defender might force this 
choice by deliberately commingling military facilities and assets with facilities 
sure to provoke anger if struck, such as places of worship, hospitals, and schools. 
But this would violate even the most basic conception of the laws of war and 
would likely vitiate any advantage in resolve that the coalition might obtain 
from such strikes.41

Fortunately, there are other ways to pursue this part of a binding strategy. The 
laws of war do not call for bankrupting or ensuring one’s own defeat by com-
pletely divorcing anything military from anything civilian.42 A combatant can 
only have so many ports, airfi elds, rail yards, ships, transport aircraft, and other 
facilities available to it, and these can reasonably be segregated from nonmili-
tary assets only to a certain extent. Consequently, any war effort against an op-
ponent as powerful as China would have to use things that are dual use, close to 
civilian infrastructure, or hard to distinguish. San Diego, Honolulu, Yokohama-
Yokosuka, and Busan are critical naval ports but also cities with commercial 
harbors. Commercial airports may not serve primarily as military airfi elds, but 
they might need to be called into such service, especially if primary airbases are 
destroyed. There are few dedicated military roads or railways outside of mili-
tary bases, especially in the United States and its plausible fellow coalition 
members, so military convoys are likely to need to use civilian roads, railways, 
fuel depots, and marshaling yards.

If China could collect very good and current information and use it to strike 
precisely and promptly, it would not face much of a dilemma. But the United 
States and its allies and partners would have every reason to interfere, by every 
practical means, with China’s ability to do this. China would thus likely face 
situations in which it would not know where opposing military forces were and 
would have only imperfect control over its ability to strike at them.

At a minimum, then, such an approach would tempt China to compensate for 
these challenges by launching larger and broader assaults. Yet these offensives 
would surely result in destruction well beyond purely military targets, includ-
ing highly sensitive things. A barrage assault on a port that was supporting mil-
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itary operations could hit a cruise ship or ignite an oil tanker, and the fi re could 
spread to adjoining neighborhoods. An attack on an airfi eld could destroy a pas-
senger airliner instead of a transport aircraft or a terminal instead of a military 
hangar. The infamous Italo-German attack on Guernica during the Spanish 
Civil War was meant to hit military targets, but the civilian damage caused 
worldwide revulsion and contributed to anti-Fascist sentiment.43

Largely for this reason, it would be unwise for the United States and its allies 
and partners to allocate scarce resources such as air and missile defenses to de-
fending purely civilian facilities. China has no right under the laws of war to 
strike at such facilities, and attacks on them are far more likely to generate an-
ger and fear that would result in a strong response. Purely peaceful assets are 
guarded by outrage; attacks on them catalyze the senses of vengeance and jus-
tice. Meanwhile, military assets and those directly supporting the military 
would be fair game—and thus need defense.

This assumes that China would not deliberately attack civilian targets. But a 
suffi ciently resilient defense could tempt Beijing to use terror tactics, which 
would deepen fears of what Chinese dominance might look like. The Germans 
initially tried to suppress the Royal Air Force to enable invasion of the United 
Kingdom, but when that failed, they turned to the terror tactics of the Blitz, 
which only hardened Britons’ resolve to keep fi ghting and increased interna-
tional sympathy for the British cause. Beijing, if it attacked Taiwan, might have 
expected a quick, decisive war; frustration that it was meeting stiff resistance 
and that a larger, longer, possibly indecisive or unfavorable war was in the off-
ing might cause it to lash out for similar reasons. It might be tempted to try to 
gain victory by incorporating terror tactics, as the Germans did at Rotterdam in 
1940.44 Such a fearsome display would demonstrate how cruel China could be.

China might also act cruelly or rapaciously in its behavior in the parts of the 
coalition members’ territory that it was able to occupy. Much of an occupying 
state’s behavior is largely, when not entirely, within its control; it holds the area, 
after all. That said, an occupier may also respond to what those under its occu-
pation or its remaining opponents do.

For instance, the defenders could promote peaceful political resistance move-
ments that would operate within Chinese-occupied territory. Such movements 
could conduct workers’ strikes and create blockages, detracting from the occu-
pier’s ability to consolidate its control and to use the new territory for military 
or other purposes important to its hegemonic ambitions. During the Second 
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World War, Germany relied heavily on industrial production from its occupied 
European territories; had the Nazis been more sensitive to views about their 
cruelty and therefore less willing to use exceptionally harsh methods to enforce 
compliance, as China likely would be, peaceful stoppages or citizen protests 
could have signifi cantly hampered the German war effort. Such movements 
would stress the occupier’s administration of the allied territory; it could either 
accept the decline in its ability to leverage the territory’s wealth and services or 
crack down in the hope of compelling compliance. Cracking down, of course, 
would demonstrate exactly the kind of oppressiveness that would make other 
states fear falling under the attacker’s sway.

More aggressively yet, the coalition could help willing resisters on Taiwan 
and elsewhere to prepare and back insurgencies, in the tradition of the inde-
pendence and partisan movements of the Second World War. These would do 
more than merely withhold goods and services from the occupier. Such efforts 
attack the occupier’s forces; if successful, they not only directly destroy or 
damage at least some of these forces and their supplies but also cause virtual at-
trition by compelling the occupier to reroute, provide greater protection, or oth-
erwise adapt to such attacks. French forces in Napoleon’s war with Spain, and 
US forces in South Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s, had to expend great effort 
and resources to protect their supply lines, not knowing where the guerrillas 
might strike. The United States and others could deliberately seek to catalyze 
such movements, as the Allies did in the Second World War through the Offi ce 
of Strategic Services and Special Operations Executive.45

Large-scale political movements and insurgencies may provoke cruelties, 
even by normally humane states. Even a restrained approach to dealing with 
this kind of problem demands that the occupier take a fi rmer hand. If military 
necessity requires that a road be cleared or oil be extracted, it must be done, and 
this requires coercion if people are resisting it. This alone would make the oc-
cupying power appear more oppressive, belying claims of its liberality.

And things could always get worse. Occupying forces that have to deal with 
a ghostly enemy that appears without warning and disappears into an appar-
ently sympathetic population may become frustrated and lash out, if they do not 
deliberately perpetrate atrocities. Britain may have had a better record than 
other colonial occupiers, but its forces still perpetrated the massacre at Amritsar 
in India and Bloody Sunday in Ireland.46 Likewise, it has consistently been US 
law and policy to deter and penalize war crimes by its own forces. Yet such 
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atrocities became major news sensations during Vietnam, in part because US 
troops in the fi eld were so frustrated in their efforts to root out the Vietcong in-
surgency. Even though they were relatively isolated examples, these reports 
undercut the American war effort. Moreover, states may try a more lenient 
approach but shift policy if they believe that it is not working. France tried 
a lighter touch in its attempt to hold on to Algeria before shifting to a 
much tougher approach, which brought down much opprobrium on France’s 
head.47

Further, such efforts might make a practical military difference. In the event 
that China is able to seize Taiwan, any counterattack to free the island is likely 
to benefi t from or even need irregular forces. The stronger and more effective 
such an insurgency is—for instance, operating out of Taiwan’s mountains and 
its large cities to tie down and erode PLA forces on the island as the coalition 
struck at them and cut them off from the mainland—the more it is likely to 
prompt cruelties from China.

The idea of this approach is to compel China to choose between costs to its 
military effectiveness and costs to its reputation. If it appears cruel or oppres-
sive, this would stiffen the resolve of those states already engaged and deepen 
the involvement of those on the sidelines. Needless to say, such an approach 
can impose signifi cant suffering on occupied civilian populations and is not to 
be undertaken lightly. The United States should thus be loath to fabricate an in-
surrection where there is no support for one; it should seek only to help those 
who want to resist. But given the opposition of people throughout the region to 
falling under Chinese control and the risks and costs the United States and oth-
ers would incur to liberate them, the former would be justifi ed in aiding and 
abetting such efforts where they have real roots.

Unreliability

The way China wages the war could also show Beijing to be less trustworthy 
and more perfi dious than it might have seemed. This matters because an aspir-
ant’s bid for hegemony relies substantially on other states believing its pledges 
as to how it will behave as it grows stronger. Because an aspirant like China can-
not take on everyone at once, it must persuade the less immediately threatened 
members of the anti-hegemonic coalition that, once it is ascendant, it will be re-
spectful of their interests and autonomy. But if it fails to keep its promises early 
on, this will undermine its assurances of future restraint and good behavior. 
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This, in turn, will make those states more likely to resist it, even before it poses 
a clear and immediate threat to their own vital interests.

This can be thought of as an aspiring hegemon’s version of the credibility 
problem. China’s own differentiated credibility is crucial if its focused and se-
quential strategy is to work. Beijing must be seen as willing to honor its pledges 
regarding the autonomy, political integrity, and security of other regional states. 
Bending or breaking such promises would make these states more afraid of 
how Beijing would behave in the future, increasing their incentives to deal with 
China earlier and more resolutely, rather than risk allowing it to agglomerate so 
much power that it can no longer be held to account.

Thus, just as Beijing has an incentive to undermine the United States’ differ-
entiated credibility, so, too, the reverse. If China can be induced to undermine 
its differentiated credibility with respect to its future restraint and good behav-
ior, this should catalyze the resolve of the anti-hegemonic coalition and gener-
ate sympathy for its cause. For instance, if China has pledged to respect the 
autonomy of or political rights in a conquered territory but then cracks down 
and imposes an oppressive administration, that will undermine its assurances. 
Contemporary China’s erosion of the guarantees it made for Hong Kong’s au-
tonomy has already had a signifi cant impact on perceptions in Taiwan of what 
a one-country, two-systems approach would mean, further undermining sup-
port in Taiwan for unifi cation with the mainland.48

Moreover, to try to quiet balancing concerns, Beijing would very likely need 
to make other assurances of its restraint, for instance, by promising that it would 
not attack  noncombatant states. The US and allied defense posture could there-
fore be adapted to make China choose between violating these pledges and suf-
fering militarily by sticking with them. The United States and others could, for 
example, develop operating locations across many states in the region. They 
might not need to use all of these locations—but if China feared that they might, 
it would face an incentive to attack them. Just as Germany judged the military 
advantages of plowing through Belgium in 1914 greater than the enormous op-
probrium Berlin suffered by violating Belgian neutrality, a China that, for in-
stance, wanted to subordinate a well-defended Vietnam might fi nd it tempting 
to violate Laotian neutrality in order to fl ank Vietnam. Violating such a pledge 
would directly undercut the credibility of comparable assurances. Ultimately, 
this approach would seek to force China either to accept military disadvantage 
or to betray its pledges.
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Power

How an aspirant like China fi ghts can change more than judgments about its 
intent; it can also reveal insights about its power in ways that affect other states’ 
calculus of whether and how much to risk and suffer to contest it. In particular, 
Beijing’s conduct of the war could show it to be stronger than it had let on or 
presented itself. This would be particularly signifi cant if China’s case for inac-
tion by the anti-hegemonic coalition and nonaligned fence-sitters rested on the 
idea that it was not in fact so powerful and thus its protestations that its ambi-
tions were fi nite were credible.

Others are more likely to believe a weaker state that insists that its ambitions 
are limited; by defi nition, it cannot extend its infl uence very far in the face of 
resistance. Few think that South Korea’s claims against Japan over Dak To or 
Ecuador’s against Chile and Bolivia are a prelude to a bid for regional domi-
nance. But when such claims are issued by a much stronger power, they are 
more likely to be seen as just that. The Bourbons’ assertion of a hereditary right 
to Spain triggered balancing reactions by the other European powers because, 
whatever the dynastic merits of the Bourbons’ claims, France was too strong to 
be allowed to grow so powerful.49

Beijing has played the modesty card heavily in recent decades. The strategy of 
“hide our capabilities and bide our time,” made famous by Deng Xiaoping, 
counseled China’s leaders to stay under the radar of the major powers while 
building China’s “composite national power” in order to allow a more assertive 
policy at a more advantageous time. But China’s increasingly assertive and self-
confi dent approach over the past decade has put the lie to China’s claims of mod-
est capability.50 Although Beijing has been able to secure other nations’ 
cooperation with—or acquiescence to—its own international designs, such as 
with the One Belt, One Road initiative, its behavior has simultaneously strength-
ened balancing forces, as states increasingly recognize the danger China poses.

In the event of war, therefore, the United States and other engaged states 
could seek to expose divergences between China’s claimed and real power. For 
instance, they could seek to make or induce Beijing to reveal military programs, 
technologies, or forces that it had concealed or downplayed, as well as sources 
of economic strength and resilience that had not to that point been appreciated 
or known. If China turned out to have considerably more sophisticated aircraft, 
missiles, or space capabilities, this might indicate that it was considerably 
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stronger than others had understood. Even in peacetime, this can have a signifi -
cant impact; the extent of Chinese control over medical supply chains revealed 
during the Covid-19 pandemic awakened serious concerns.51

At the most basic level, doing this in war simply requires the United States 
and other engaged allies and partners to fi ght more effectively and force China 
to draw on its greater reservoirs of power. But this dilemma can also be delib-
erately imposed; missions and even larger-scale operations can be formed and 
dispatched with a primary goal of inducing an opponent to reveal such capabil-
ities. During the Second World War, Great Britain specifi cally framed opera-
tions to tease out the German Enigma code capability (though London then hid 
its mastery of it).52

Ultimately, this approach seeks to induce an opponent to show that it is 
stronger—and thus more capable of attaining regional predominance—than 
other states might have appreciated. An aspiring hegemon like China has potent 
incentives to play down its growing strength. Forcing it to show how powerful 
it truly is can change other states’ calculus of how dangerous it is, strengthening 
their incentives to fi ght, fi ght harder, and deepen their collaboration with those 
fi ghting.

Revenge and Honor

The categories laid out thus far touch on instrumental reasons that China’s 
way of waging a war could trigger a greater opposing effort by increasing 
states’ perception of the threat it poses. China might also do things, however, 
that trigger a strong desire for revenge or for vindication of national or other 
forms of honor, as Hector’s killing of Patroclus triggered Achilles’s rage in 
ways that seriously hurt the Trojans. Thumotic impulses can be powerful driv-
ers of state behavior.

This is partially because, as noted earlier, instrumental reasons and thumotic 
impulses often overlap. The attack on Pearl Harbor showed Americans how 
dangerous and dastardly Japan was and also awakened their righteous might. 
Germany’s violation of Belgium’s neutrality in 1914 demonstrated that its as-
surances could not be fully credited and threatened to place German military 
power just across the English Channel, but it also insulted many Britons’ senses 
of justice and honor. But even when they do not overlap with instrumental 
reasons, thumotic impulses like revenge could impel states to counter China’s 
efforts.
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Willing members of the anti-hegemonic coalition could make efforts to in-
crease the likelihood that Chinese action would stir feelings of offended honor 
and vengefulness. Although trip wires and purely symbolic measures are gener-
ally not well suited as primary strategies for the anti-hegemonic coalition, such 
measures may sometimes have a place as part of the preferred denial approach.

At the political level, the United States and other coalition states could give 
(even if subtle) indications of their commitment to exposed members of the 
anti-hegemonic coalition such as Taiwan. This would increase Taiwan’s sym-
bolic value and stake any committing states’ honor on it.

At the military level, planning could place especially symbolic or valued as-
sets in harm’s way. In the past, for instance, when unit battle fl ags were highly 
valued symbols, commanders would sometimes place them in areas of the fi eld 
where they wanted special effort made. In the case of Taiwan, at least some por-
tion of US forces could operate nearby, be ready to deploy there on short notice, 
or even be located on Taiwan, compelling China to have to attack them at the 
outset of a confl ict. This approach might be especially useful with states that are 
not immediately threatened by China, including some that might not even be 
members of the anti-hegemonic coalition or only rather anemic ones. For in-
stance, including European contributions to an anti-hegemonic coalition’s de-
fense, even if modest, could be useful if attacks on those forces generated 
outrage among Europeans and a desire to support the coalition’s efforts.

Winning the War

How, then, should the United States and its allies and partners seek to lever-
age these strategies to achieve their aims?

The Binding Strategy and Denial Defense

Principally they should do so by integrating the distinct but compatible ap-
proaches of a binding strategy and a denial defense. A denial defense is the use of 
American and other power to stop China from seizing and holding allied terri-
tory; the binding strategy is a deliberate effort to compel China to have to behave 
in ways that catalyze US, allied, and partner resolve if it pursues its hegemonic 
ambitions. These approaches can be either fully or partially integrated.

Fully integrating the strategies among all participating states would make 
an attack on one member of the US alliance architecture (and potentially the 
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coalition as a whole) an attack on all. In this posture, China could not attack 
Taiwan or the Philippines without very likely precipitating a larger war with the 
rest of the US-led alliance system. The downside of this approach is that it is 
politically very demanding to establish; given the divergent threat perceptions 
among US allies and partners, such an effort might fail if an important partici-
pating state balked at following through in the event of crisis or war. It might 
also be so politically stressing as to cause fi ssures in the coalition.

Alternatively, the strategies could be partially integrated. One way to do so 
would be for the United States and others to partially integrate their forces and 
efforts for all the scenarios they believe they would face, including the most 
stressing, such as an invasion of Taiwan or the Philippines. This approach 
would limit the degree to which a single member’s balking would cause sys-
temic failure. One partner’s balking might hamper, for example, the antisubma-
rine campaign or the menu of potential operating locations but not necessarily 
lead to failure.

The United States and any participating allies and partners could also par-
tially integrate by binding their preparations for certain contingencies but not 
others. In this model, willing states could prepare to defend especially vulner-
able allies like Taiwan without intertwining their postures, but they (and possi-
bly others uninvolved in preparing for a defense of Taiwan) could prepare to 
defend the rest of the allies through a more fully integrated approach. In other 
words, during a war over Taiwan, though the United States might still seek to 
induce China to act in ways that clarifi ed the threat it posed to other states, it 
would not seek to leverage those converging threat perceptions for military-op-
erational effects in Taiwan’s defense; rather, it would seek to deny a Chinese 
fait accompli through the focused efforts of American, Taiwan, and perhaps a 
few additional nations’ forces. But other prospective victims of Chinese attack 
would be defended through more fully integrated denial and binding strategies. 
This approach would have the advantage of being less politically demanding 
and of optimizing defenses for all members of the coalition save Taiwan. It 
would, however, reduce the potency of the defense of Taiwan.

Some form of an integrated approach is likely to be the most advantageous 
for the anti-hegemonic coalition. Given the divergent threat perceptions and 
political sensitivities among coalition members, a fully integrated binding 
strategy may well be unfeasible. That said, excluding the most vulnerable allies 
from the binding strategy could leave them open to China’s focused and 
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sequential strategy if a narrowly focused denial defense for them proves 
unworkable.

The optimal strategy is likely to be one in which the United States and its al-
lies and, likely to a lesser degree, its partners in the Western Pacifi c intertwine 
their posture and activities signifi cantly but not fully. The degree of binding 
may differ according to the scenario: coalition members might, for instance, 
bind their efforts more fully in order to defend Australia than they would to de-
fend Taiwan. The practical output of this is likely to be the development of op-
erating locations across a wide range of participating states and a higher degree 
of integration among their military postures and activities. At the same time, the 
United States and its allies will have to prepare for the possibility that some par-
ticipating states will balk and make sure that they can still execute effective op-
erational plans even in such circumstances. Together, such a posture would be 
most likely to ensure that a Chinese attempt to apply the focused and sequential 
strategy would catalyze the resolve needed to mount the expanded denial de-
fense or recapture approach.

Putting and Keeping the Burden of Escalation on China

If the binding strategy is applied effectively, China’s behavior would cata-
lyze the resolve needed either to escalate suffi ciently to conduct an effective de-
nial defense or to retake a lost ally. This would give the coalition an escalation 
advantage: at every plausible level, Beijing would be met by an effective strat-
egy and coalition members resolved enough to implement it.53 This means that 
the anti-hegemonic coalition would be able to fulfi ll its core purposes in the 
face of China’s strategy: however China chose to escalate, the coalition would 
have the will and a way to effectively defend or relieve vulnerable member 
states while retaining the ability to prevail in a systemic regional war.

Successfully implemented, in other words, this strategy would keep the bur-
den of escalation on China. It would be Beijing, not the United States and any 
participating confederates, that would have to escalate the confl ict to avoid de-
feat. Yet taking this initiative would make China appear more offensive, ag-
gressive, unreasonable, and menacing—catalyzing the resolve of those already 
fi ghting and encouraging unengaged nations to intervene. In so escalating, Bei-
jing would fi nd itself unable to confi ne the confl ict within its preferred bounds. 
Meanwhile, in the larger confl ict it would have to fi ght, it would face the choice 
between either settling or escalating in ways that would further catalyze the 
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resolve of the engaged coalition while leading yet more states to oppose it. Its 
opponents would thus be able to prevail at whatever higher level of war China 
chose to take the confl ict. This is the boa constrictor effect: the more Beijing 
sought to escalate its way out of its quandary, the more it would both widen its 
circle of opponents and strengthen these opponents’ will to frustrate its aims.

Facing the prospect of a tightening boa constrictor and with much to lose, Bei-
jing would have the most powerful incentives not to escalate but instead to settle 
the confl ict—or, better, avoid it entirely in the fi rst place. Escalating the war would 
only bring more damage and risk, without opening a path to gains that would jus-
tify them. Continuing the struggle would lead, at best, to protracted war with no 
reasonable prospect of success and, at worst, not only to frustration of its aims but 
to great loss at the hands of its opponents. In such circumstances, Beijing would 
face enormous incentives to terminate the confl ict before it became too damaging.

China might want its adversaries to think that it is willing to escalate to mu-
tual suicide to escape such a predicament, but this is unlikely to work. For rea-
sons discussed before, China’s opponents are likely to see a threat that would 
involve destroying itself as a bluff. China would be far more likely to resort to 
protraction or agree to settle a confl ict over Taiwan in the hope of regenerating 
its power and trying again.

At the same time, the United States and any allies and partners participating 
in the confl ict would have an interest in ensuring that their war aims were toler-
able enough to satisfy China’s threshold for settlement. Beijing would be less 
open to settlement if the terms were too onerous or humiliating, but the oppos-
ing coalition could set its demands relatively low. It would have no need to in-
sist on a total or even a very satisfying victory over China. Upholding America’s 
differentiated credibility at the heart of the anti-hegemonic coalition requires 
only that China’s effort to subordinate a vulnerable US ally fail. This would be 
the sine qua non of the US and coalition position for war termination.

Logically nothing beyond this would be required. Thus nothing would need 
to be taken from what China possessed at the outset of hostilities. In fact, the 
United States and its confederates might sweeten the deal by offering to return 
things to Beijing; for instance, they might have judged it useful to seize Chinese 
equities such as fi nancial holdings or overseas bases during the war in order to 
generate leverage at the peace table. These could be returned, as a triumphant 
Britain returned some of the territories it had seized from France during the 
Seven Years’ War at the end of the confl ict.54



T H E  B I N D I N G  S T R A T E G Y 231

Yet they might have reason to demand more. For instance, if something hap-
pened during the war to lastingly diminish the anti-hegemonic coalition’s power 
or elevate China’s, the United States and its confederates in the confl ict might 
need to redress or compensate for this change as part of their terms for ending 
the war. This is important because they would need to ensure a sustainably fa-
vorable regional balance of power between the anti-hegemonic coalition on the 
one side and China and its pro-hegemonic coalition on the other following the 
confl ict. If China had somehow jeopardized this even though the engaged part 
of the coalition had effectively defended or liberated a member state, they 
might well need to address this in the terms ending the war.

For instance, China might have added to its power by subordinating or seiz-
ing a state that is not a member of the anti-hegemonic coalition. China might 
have failed in its effort to take Taiwan but might have enlisted or coerced 
the support of Laos or Thailand. Relieving states that are not benefi ciaries of 
an alliance guarantee from the United States is not necessary to uphold Wash-
ington’s differentiated credibility, but Beijing’s addition of such states to the 
pro-hegemony camp could alter the regional balance of power, which is 
relevant to the anti-hegemonic coalition’s core goals. Their disposition, or com-
pensation for such a shift, might therefore need to be addressed in the peace 
terms.

The Binding Strategy in Cold War Europe

This kind of binding strategy is not merely a theoretical conceit. Rather, it is 
similar to what NATO did in Europe during the latter part of the Cold War. 
Early in that long struggle, the United States relied fi rst on its nuclear monopoly 
and then on its overwhelming nuclear superiority to deter a Soviet invasion of 
the Western Alliance. Until the mid-1960s, Washington could have launched a 
nuclear attack that would have not only devastated the Soviet Union but also 
largely blunted if not entirely denied its ability to strike back at the United 
States. Washington and NATO relied on this strategic dominance to dissuade 
the USSR from using its massive advantages in conventional forces within the 
European Theater.

As it became clear over the 1960s and 1970s that the Soviet Union would 
fi rst develop a signifi cant strategic nuclear retaliatory force and then approach, 
if not exceed, strategic parity with the United States, it also became increas-
ingly clear that the strategic approach of threatening a massive nuclear response 
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to a regional war in Europe was no longer tenable. If the United States launched 
a large-scale nuclear fi rst strike, the Soviet Union would be able to do the grav-
est damage to the United States in retort. Courting such a response was no 
longer credible, let alone sensible, as US interests in Western Europe, while im-
portant, could not match the importance of avoiding devastation of the Ameri-
can homeland. The burden of escalation had grown too great for such a 
dramatically disproportionate strategy to make sense.

The United States and NATO therefore needed to fi nd a way to deter the So-
viet Union from using its theater military advantages in Europe to coerce Allied 
member states there despite the two sides’ great mutual vulnerability—in the 
vernacular of the time, mutual assured destruction, or MAD.55 In principle, the 
cleanest solution to this problem was for NATO to develop conventional forces 
capable of defeating a Warsaw Pact attack, making its traditional reliance on the 
threat to escalate fi rst to the nuclear level unnecessary. In practice, this was an 
elusive goal, given lagging European efforts on conventional defense, American 
engagement in Indochina, and Moscow’s heavy investments in its own forces. In 
the 1970s the question thus became urgent: In light of the Warsaw Pact’s theater 
advantages, how could NATO effectively deter and, if possible, defeat an attack, 
thereby undermining the Soviets’ ability to use those advantages for coercion?

The response in the 1970s and 1980s was essentially a defense posture de-
signed to compel the Warsaw Pact to have to attack in such a way that it would 
have generated the resolve needed on the part of the United States and its NATO 
allies to resort to using nuclear weapons. NATO conventional forces postured 
and prepared to fi ght in such a way that the Warsaw Pact would have had to 
mount a massive, brazen, and manifestly aggressive attack that would have cat-
alyzed the West’s resolve to go nuclear. US nuclear forces, meanwhile, were in-
creasingly pushed toward greater discrimination, providing options for a limited 
response that would have contributed to blunting a Soviet Bloc attack while 
also communicating restraint in order to persuade Moscow to halt the offen-
sive.56 Ultimately, the threat of total nuclear war hovered at the end of such a 
scenario, but that otherwise incredible threat became more credible as it would 
have followed a massive Soviet attack, an enormous conventional war, and sev-
eral stages of nuclear escalation.

The basic strategic problem in later Cold War Europe is strikingly similar to 
what the United States faces with China today. NATO was fundamentally an 
anti-hegemonic coalition (albeit fully formalized as a multilateral alliance, 
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which appears unlikely in Asia for the foreseeable future) designed to prevent 
the Soviet Union from securing hegemony fi rst over Europe and then beyond.57 
The United States was the external cornerstone balancer of that coalition. In-
deed, in key respects the military problem in the Cold War was worse than that 
facing an anti-hegemonic coalition in Asia today. NATO considered its conven-
tional forces inferior to the Warsaw Pact’s with respect to the strategically sig-
nifi cant scenarios on which it had to focus, above all Central Europe and 
especially the Federal Republic of Germany. Few offi cials and experts believed 
that a denial defense for Continental NATO would really work (although there 
were hopes that the alliance was moving toward being able to mount one if the 
Cold War continued).58 NATO therefore had to fi gure out how to make credible 
deliberate vertical escalation that would have profoundly risked the most griev-
ous damage to itself—a harder problem than what the anti-hegemonic coalition 
in Asia should face, if it prepares well for a denial defense strategy.

And yet deterrence held in the Cold War. If nothing else, this suggests that it 
is possible to make deterrence work against a state as powerful as the Soviet 
Union even in situations of local conventional inferiority, if one has the right 
overall strategy and enough resolve. This suggests that an anti-hegemonic coa-
lition in Asia could use a denial and binding strategy to blunt any Chinese aspi-
rations for regional hegemony. China’s true incentive in the face of such an 
effective strategy would be to avoid starting a war in the fi rst place, which is 
also the highest goal for the anti-hegemonic coalition. Just as the Soviet Union 
never saw enough of an advantage to precipitating a war in Europe during the 
Cold War, true success would be for China to see how things would likely un-
fold and never risk war in the fi rst place.

The crucial premise of the binding strategy is that military and other material 
power can be consciously employed to create political, perceptual effects that 
matter in the war. The key for this to work is to have the war unfold in such a 
way that key decision-makers in the coalition and in important fence-sitter 
countries increase their valuation of the stakes at hand. This means that strict 
military effi cacy cannot always be the preeminent criterion for force planning. 
Military strategy must be designed to create or avoid specifi c, concrete political 
effects, which themselves shape the war.

Thus, to be truly effective in a limited war with China, US and other engaged 
states’ military planning needs to serve political purposes, not only in an abstract 
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sense of seeking to attain vague ends like regional stability or freedom of the 
seas, but in a much more immediate, instrumental sense. Planning must deliber-
ately shape the war and how it is fought in order to infl uence the combatants’ re-
solve. This simply follows Clausewitz’s dictum that war is a continuation of 
politics by other means—but not only that war is a continuation of politics in 
some general sense or solely in its purposes but rather that “the political view is 
the object, war is the means, and the means must always include the object in 
[their] conception.”59 Within these bounds, military necessity should naturally 
reign—since failing to give military requirements due primacy in appropriate 
bounds is to invite defeat—but defense planners must always be conscious of the 
political effect and circumstance of military operations.

This attention to political effect is not only for purely political goods. Prop-
erly done, orienting military ways and means to political objectives and within 
appropriate political bounds has concrete military-operational benefi ts. Greater 
resolve will result in more resources being allocated to a fi ght and fewer stric-
tures on their employment. In the ideal, then, military and political actions 
should form a positive feedback loop, each strengthening the other.
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WHAT DOES THIS BOOK’S ARGUMENT IMPLY for the United States?
Most fundamentally, the book describes how the United States can ensure an 

international environment conducive to its own security, freedom, and prosperity 
in a world where America is no longer as dominant as it once was. It charts a way 
for the United States to correlate the costs it would incur and the risks it would 
face to deny China, the world’s most powerful other state, hegemony in the Indo-
Pacifi c, the world’s most important region. And it demonstrates that the United 
States can deny China its aim of regional predominance in a way that is feasible 
and responsible. This itself is tremendously important because it shows that 
conceding the Indo-Pacifi c is not, as some contend, the only way to avoid cata-
strophic loss.1

At the same time, this book also shows how the United States can satisfy its 
core national objectives of ensuring Americans’ security, freedom, and prosper-
ity without needing to pursue grandiose ambitions. Contrary to some argu-
ments, the United States does not need to make the world democratic or liberal 
in order to fl ourish as a free republic, nor does it need to dominate the world in 
order to be secure. This, too, is enormously important because it shows that 
Americans do not have to reach too far or suffer too much in order to achieve 
what they reasonably want in the world.

But successfully pursuing this middle way will not be easy.

 11

Implications
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Military Implications

In this book I have sought to provide a framework, a conceptual structure, 
rather than a set of specifi c programmatic or operational recommendations. I 
hope that this conceptual structure will provide useful boundaries within which 
debates about the right force structure, force posture, operational concepts, 
technology, and other key aspects of military effectiveness can take place. Pro-
viding this framework is the core utility of a defense strategy, which is at 
best more a paradigm—a simplifying framework—to focus attention and 
effort rather than a detailed how-to manual.2 Militaries and like institutions tend 
to function most effectively when they can work on a narrower and more fo-
cused problem or set of problems, such as this book has sought to provide.3 
Strategies that are vague or too broad fritter away limited attention, effort, and 
resources; by doing too little to distinguish between the important and the mar-
ginal, they leave those trying to implement them unsure of what to work on or 
toward or what the bounding constraints are for solutions. Strategies that are 
too specifi c or infl exible, meanwhile, increase the risks of error, overspecifying, 
and brittleness.

The cardinal implication of this book’s argument is that the United States 
should focus on making denial defense a reality in the Indo-Pacifi c with respect 
to its allies, including Taiwan. Preventing China’s regional hegemony there is 
the most important strategic objective of the United States; this goal should 
therefore receive strict priority in US defense planning and resourcing. Denial 
defense is the military strategy that most readily correlates the benefi ts of pur-
suing this aim with the costs and risks, and it is likely that a denial defense can 
work there if the United States and its allies and partners apply the needed level 
of effort and focus. Denial defense should therefore be the preferred standard 
for the United States and its allies with respect to China in the Indo-Pacifi c. 
Fortunately, the Defense Department’s 2018 National Defense Strategy has al-
ready steered the US Joint Force in this direction.4 Key regional allies such as 
Japan and Australia are also moving along similar lines.5

Denial defense is a reasonable criterion because, from a military planning 
perspective, if these most exposed allies can be effectively defended, other US 
allies to their rear are very likely to be effectively defensible as well. In such 
circumstances, China will fi nd no good way to employ its focused and sequen-
tial strategy and will not be able to use military coercion to short-circuit or pry 
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apart the anti-hegemonic coalition. Facing such an effective balancing coali-
tion, China will have to negotiate the terms of its continued rise on equitable 
rather than dominant terms. This will open opportunities for détente and en-
gagement with Beijing from a position of strength. Thus an effective denial de-
fense posture will be the best way for the United States and its allies to ensure 
a desirable, stable peace in the Indo-Pacifi c.

In concrete terms, the United States should focus fi rst on an effective defense 
of Taiwan, the natural fi rst target of China’s focused and sequential strategy. As 
outlined previously, Taiwan is militarily signifi cant, given its location in the 
middle of the fi rst island chain, and important for America’s differentiated cred-
ibility. Walking away from its defense would therefore signifi cantly reduce the 
United States’ differentiated credibility as the external cornerstone balancer of 
an anti-hegemonic coalition. At the same time, Taiwan is likely defensible to 
the standard of an effective defense laid out in the book.6 Taiwan cannot be im-
munized from Chinese attack, but it likely can be protected from conquest. En-
suring an effective denial defense of Taiwan should therefore be the primary 
scenario the US Department of Defense uses to prepare US forces for the fu-
ture, with a fait accompli attempt by Beijing serving as the primary focus of 
such planning. US forces should fi rst and foremost be sized and shaped to en-
sure they can defend Taiwan successfully to the standard laid out previously. 
At the same time, Taiwan itself must signifi cantly augment and improve its 
defenses and make itself more resilient.7

Because it is possible that China might eventually seek to circumvent Taiwan 
or that an effort to defend Taiwan might fail, the United States and its allies 
should also prepare to ensure an effective denial defense of the Philippines 
against an increasingly powerful China. The Philippines is likely to be the 
second-best target among existing US allies for China’s focused and sequential 
strategy. It is a US ally and so enmeshes US differentiated credibility; it also oc-
cupies a critical position along the fi rst island chain. At the same time, it has 
limited capacity for self-defense and is reasonably close to China.

Concurrently, the United States must account for the possibility that a fo-
cused denial defense will fail. It and its allies should therefore make provision 
for an integrated denial defense-cum-binding strategy. This posture should en-
sure that even if China attempts to subjugate Taiwan or the Philippines, it 
will be forced to broaden and intensify the war in ways that would catalyze the 
resolve that the United States and other potentially engaged members of the 
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anti-hegemonic coalition need to prevail, either through an expanded denial 
campaign or, if that fails or is judged infeasible, a recapture approach.

Because a focused denial defense is preferable, however, the United States and 
its allies and partners should seek to minimize the trade-offs generated by prepar-
ing this fallback posture. Whenever possible, their investments in a binding strat-
egy should also contribute to a focused denial defense. This should be possible 
because investments in a binding strategy are largely about increasing the inte-
gration of allies and partners into a more cohesive defense posture, greater resil-
ience, and adding basing and dispersal options. Many of these investments would 
add to or at least would not detract from the ability to conduct effective circum-
scribed denial campaigns on behalf of Taiwan or the Philippines.

These strategies form the bounding constraints within which American ef-
forts should evolve and within which military-operational, technological, and 
diplomatic debate can take place. They have the benefi t of being suffi ciently 
narrow to concentrate attention but do not prescribe how they should be opera-
tionalized. Moreover, they are concrete and tractable—albeit still very chal-
lenging and complex—rather than merely aspirational or hortatory. This is far 
more likely to produce US military forces that are optimally developed, pos-
tured, and trained for the geopolitical interests of the American people. A simi-
lar logic holds true for how these strategies can productively frame the 
comparable efforts of US allies and partners in the anti-hegemonic coalition. 
Fortunately, much superb work is already being produced in this direction.8 It is 
now a question of this work being developed, refi ned, and implemented to the 
purposes and standard laid out here.

The US Defense Perimeter

How far should this defense go? As indicated earlier, we cannot determine 
the optimal American defense perimeter without understanding the best mili-
tary strategy for achieving US political aims in ways that correlate the costs and 
risks Americans assume to the interests at stake. To repeat, the American de-
fense perimeter encompasses those states to which the United States has at-
tached its differentiated credibility through a security guarantee, normally 
through a formal alliance but also, as in the case of Taiwan, through a quasi-
alliance relationship. In the context of China’s pursuit of regional hegemony in 
Asia, whether the United States sustains or eliminates its existing alliances, and 
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whether and how it forms new ones, should be a function of the need to form 
and sustain an anti-hegemonic coalition that is stronger than China and its own 
pro-hegemonic coalition, especially in the context of a systemic regional war. 
US alliances should be designed to serve this goal by providing suffi cient reas-
surance to nervous coalition members that they will be protected from China’s 
focused and sequential strategy.

Now that we have a clear sense of what the optimal American military strat-
egy is, we can determine more clearly the right defense perimeter for the United 
States. The best plausible outcome for the United States is an alliance architec-
ture that achieves its purposes while presenting as limited a threat surface as 
possible. To ensure that China does not establish predominance over Asia, the 
anti-hegemonic coalition must be more powerful than China in the event of a 
systemic regional war. If the coalition is to entice and retain enough states to 
meet this standard, those states must feel suffi ciently secure in the face of Bei-
jing’s best strategy, the focused and sequential strategy. The main purpose 
of the American defense perimeter is thus to provide enough reassurance to 
enough important states that might otherwise bandwagon with China that they 
can prudently work to balance it alongside the United States.

In simpler terms, Washington must not allow China to have such an open fi eld 
that it can subordinate enough states to tip the regional balance of power in its fa-
vor. This, naturally, puts a premium on the United States adding states as allies. At 
the same time, however, the United States must take care to avoid adding allies 
that would be indefensible—meaning those that cannot be effectively defended 
without the United States losing, being so weakened as to compromise its ability 
to uphold other alliances in the coalition, or demanding so much from the Ameri-
can people that they elect to pull back from the coalition or the alliances within it.

As discussed previously, the current US alliance architecture in the region 
forms the baseline for any US decisions. Determinations about these alliances’ 
futures do not take place in a vacuum, especially because of the fraught conse-
quences of withdrawing from existing alliances as compared to adding new 
ones. Beyond this, that legacy alliance architecture presents important advan-
tages. The states allied with the United States are some of Asia’s most advanced 
and powerful nations, and they provide much of the strength needed to balance 
China. They also present a defensive logic, forming a largely uninterrupted pe-
rimeter along the fi rst island chain of the Western Pacifi c. This is no accident 
but a product of US strategic decision-making after the Second World War.9
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Primarily for these reasons, it makes sense for the United States to maintain 
its existing alliance relationships in the Asia-Pacifi c. Japan is absolutely criti-
cal; without it, the anti-hegemonic coalition would almost certainly fail. Aus-
tralia is a highly advanced economy with a signifi cant military; it is also distant 
from China and therefore highly defensible. Both of these US alliances should 
therefore be retained. I have already discussed at length the rationale for main-
taining at least the legacy quasi-alliance with Taiwan.

It also makes sense for the United States to retain its alliances with the Phil-
ippines, the Pacifi c Island states, and South Korea. Although the Philippines 
lacks the ability to contribute signifi cantly to its own defense, let alone that of 
other US allies, it forms the southern pillar of the fi rst island chain and offers 
abundant locations for projection of military power throughout the southern 
part of the Western Pacifi c and the South China Sea. This is advantageous for 
the United States; by the same token, it would be highly benefi cial for China if 
the United States abandoned Manila. The Philippines is also plausibly defensi-
ble. If the United States can defend Taiwan, it can almost certainly defend the 
Philippines.

The United States should also sustain its close linkages with many of the ar-
chipelagic and island states of the Central and South Pacifi c, including Palau, 
the Federated States of Micronesia, and the Marshall Islands. Together, these 
form what has been termed a second island cloud, affording geography critical 
for effective US power projection, strategic depth, and resilient support. They 
are also highly defensible since they lie to the rear of the fi rst island chain.10

South Korea is the one legacy American alliance located on the Asian main-
land, separated from China by North Korea and the Yellow Sea. Because of its 
proximity to China, South Korea is likely to grow increasingly challenging to 
defend from a determined Chinese assault, either with or through North Korea, 
by sea, or both. That said, including South Korea in the US defense perimeter 
is worth the challenges for several reasons. First, South Korea is one of the 
world’s largest and most advanced economies; it would make a major contribu-
tion to an anti-hegemonic coalition, whereas its neutralization, let alone trans-
fer to China’s pro-hegemonic coalition, would be a great loss. Second, Korea is 
important to the effective defense of Japan; if China were able to use South Ko-
rea as a base of operations, it would greatly complicate the defense of Japan. 
Last, South Korea is plausibly defensible, located as it is on a peninsula next to 
Japan and especially given that it fi elds one of the most capable militaries in the 
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world, contributes signifi cantly to its own defense, and is capable of contribut-
ing more, given the size and sophistication of its economy. Particularly given 
that the conventional military threat from North Korea has substantially re-
ceded in recent decades, if that from China grows, then South Korea and the 
United States can increasingly redirect their defense preparations toward de-
fending against a potential assault by China.

Thus it makes sense for the United States to maintain its legacy defense pe-
rimeter in Asia. The main questions for American defense strategy, then, are 
whether the United States should expand its alliance commitments, and if so, to 
which states, and how much it should seek to orient its alliances more toward 
collective defense than the legacy hub-and-spoke model.

The fi rst issue relates to the US defense perimeter. From the American perspec-
tive, all things being equal, an alliance architecture with more secure and fewer 
vulnerable members is better. This lessens American exposure to Chinese action 
by reducing the number of members susceptible to China’s focused and sequential 
strategy while adding states that are readily defensible and can contribute to the 
common defense. The problem is that the states with the greatest incentives to 
form an alliance with the United States are those most vulnerable to Beijing’s fo-
cused and sequential strategy; yet although these states might add to the alliance’s 
total power, they also increase its exposure to Chinese action. More secure states 
that are fearful of Chinese regional hegemony, meanwhile, are more inclined to 
free ride; adding them to the defense perimeter may not add much in practice to 
the US ability to uphold the anti-hegemonic coalition and other alliances within it.

The second issue relates to the degree of interconnection among US alli-
ances. Broadly, the more cohesive the United States can make its alliances in 
resisting China’s bid for regional hegemony, the better. The problem lies in the 
diffi culty and costs of making this a reality. It is hard to persuade states to truly 
align their strategic plans and postures given the self-help realities of the inter-
national environment. These diffi culties are compounded in the case of US al-
liances in Asia by the far-fl ung and diverse geopolitical circumstances of 
America’s various allies in the region. Given the widely differing strategic con-
texts of such countries as Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, and Australia, it 
will be diffi cult to bring them together in a collective alliance that intertwines 
their fates. The issue for the United States is how far to press the matter.

Any discussion of expanding the US defense perimeter must start with the 
fundamental criterion for the anti-hegemonic coalition, which is that it must be 
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more powerful than China and its pro-hegemonic coalition with respect to a 
systemic regional war. US alliances should be retained and added with an eye 
to satisfying this condition. All things being equal, the more the military bal-
ance favors the coalition, the better. Moreover, the more the coalition can deny 
China the opportunity to apply the focused and sequential strategy, the better. 
The closer the military balance, and the more states to which China can apply 
its focused and sequential strategy, the more states must be included in the coa-
lition and given US security guarantees, and the more tightly coupled these 
links will need to be.

In practical terms, this means that the farther forward in maritime Asia the 
coalition and US alliance guarantees go, the better, since this will leave fewer 
states susceptible to falling into China’s pro-hegemonic coalition. At the same 
time, this interest must be balanced against the powerful US and coalition inter-
est in avoiding including states that are not defensible.

The key determinant of the need to expand the US defense perimeter is, then, 
the relative power balance between China and its pro-hegemonic coalition on 
the one hand and the anti-hegemonic coalition on the other. Each coalition’s 
side of the ledger could be augmented by internal growth on the part of existing 
members or the addition of states, and each could be weakened by internal stag-
nation or the withdrawal of members. For the United States, the primary dy-
namic on which to focus is that the stronger China itself grows and the more 
states it adds to its coalition, the more states Washington and its partners will 
need to add to their own coalition to compensate. This in turn is likely to impel 
Washington to add to its roster of allies and to make its alliances more tightly 
interconnected in order to reassure nervous coalition members.

Most directly, if China seizes a US ally from the anti-hegemonic coalition 
and brings it into its own, this would shift the balance in Beijing’s favor, both 
through the direct transfer of the state’s power and through the damage to Wash-
ington’s differentiated credibility. Accordingly, the extent to which the United 
States and its engaged allies and partners can effectively defend existing US al-
lies will be critical in determining whether and, if so, how much the United 
States needs to expand its defense perimeter and how much more cohesion is 
needed among these allies.

If, for instance, the United States and any other participating states fail to de-
fend Taiwan effectively and China can subjugate it, this would remove a key 
blocking point in the fi rst island chain, add Taiwan’s wealth and power to the 
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pro-hegemonic coalition while removing it from the anti-hegemonic coalition, 
and weaken US differentiated credibility. In these circumstances, because both 
the coalition’s material power and American differentiated credibility would be 
weakened, the United States would have to pay a higher premium to ensure the 
coalition’s effectiveness. The pressure on the anti-hegemonic coalition and the 
United States would only grow more pointed if China were then able to subor-
dinate another US ally, such as the Philippines.

But if the United States and any other engaged allies and partners can effec-
tively defend Taiwan, the pressure to expand the US defense perimeter will be 
more attenuated. Taiwan would still be affi liated with the coalition, and US dif-
ferentiated credibility would be safeguarded. The anti-hegemonic coalition and 
thus the US alliance architecture would not be so pressed to add states, perhaps 
even none beyond those already participating. And the United States would be 
less pressed to push for greater cohesion among existing allies.

Changing the US Defense Perimeter?

Assuming, then, that the United States should at minimum hold to its exist-
ing allies in Asia, how should the United States consider altering its defense pe-
rimeter with respect to the region?

Outside Asia

As a general principle, it makes sense for the anti-hegemonic coalition to add 
as many affi liated states as possible. A plausible coalition in Asia is unlikely to 
be a fully multilateralized alliance; rather, it is more likely to be an informal or 
semiformal confederation that, while including some bilateral and possibly 
narrower multilateral alliances, does not bind the participating states to each 
other’s defense in all cases. The benefi t of this informality is that there is little 
downside to adding states; they increase the coalition’s power without risking 
much. The trade-off is that such a loose confederation risks leaving exposed 
states out in the cold, subject to China’s focused and sequential strategy, 
as more distant coalition members shy away from taking on Beijing’s best 
strategy.

This means that the prime caution for the coalition lies in adding states that 
are exposed. Conversely, there is essentially only upside to adding states that 
are not so exposed. The United States and other coalition members should seek 
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to add as many states as are willing to join the coalition that are to the rear vis-
à-vis China of those states already in the coalition—and, because of the greater 
potency afforded by US security guarantees, especially to the rear of US allies. 
In practice, this is likely to mean east of the fi rst island chain or west of India. 
Because these states are already effectively defended from China’s best mili-
tary strategy by the combination of distance and American and other allied and 
partner military power interposed between, there is little downside to including 
them in the coalition.

Still, these states are likely to add only limited value in the face of 
Beijing’s focused and sequential strategy. Except for the United States, no 
state outside Asia can project signifi cant military power into the region. (Russia 
is an Asian power, and even its ability to project military power in Asia is 
limited.) As a result, even those prepared to join the coalition are unlikely to 
be able to offer much. Moreover, many distant states will feel the threat 
posed by China less keenly and are likely to want to avoid the problem or even 
seek to collaborate with China. As a consequence, the United States and its 
allies and partners should not count too much on the contributions of states 
outside Asia.

That said, some states outside the Indo-Pacifi c area might be willing and able 
to contribute to the anti-hegemonic coalition in ways that, though not militarily 
signifi cant to the struggle in the Pacifi c, are still meaningful. They might do so 
because they believe that their interests, for instance, in ensuring relatively free 
commerce with the region would be threatened by Chinese regional hegemony. 
Such states also might have enough power to make a difference in a war be-
tween the United States and the coalition against China, such as through eco-
nomic leverage that could become relevant in a protracted war or war termination 
scenario. Further, such states might be able to backfi ll in handling security 
threats that, though secondary or tertiary in comparison to the resolution of a 
war in the Pacifi c, are still important.

These states might include France, with its far-fl ung island possessions and 
vast economic exclusion zones in the South Pacifi c, Canada, the United King-
dom, Germany, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Their military ef-
forts, however, are likely more effi ciently allocated toward managing their own 
or nearby regions, thereby relieving the United States from the necessity of 
having to focus on Europe and the Middle East, rather than making what would 
almost certainly be marginal contributions in the Indo-Pacifi c.
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India

India must be a critical member of any anti-hegemonic coalition. It is very pow-
erful and therefore has reason to expect a high degree of infl uence in the region; 
Chinese hegemony would consequently cost India a great deal. Moreover, India 
and China share a long, disputed land border and naturally compete for infl uence 
in the Indian subcontinent and adjacent areas. With so much to lose, New Delhi 
has a most potent interest in denying China regional hegemony, and it appears to 
be in earnest about this goal and realistic about the scale of effort required.11

India can also defend itself. It is likely to become the world’s third largest 
economy in short order (and possibly second before long), and it possesses a 
strong tradition of nationalism and self-reliance. It has built one of the world’s 
most formidable militaries, including developing a nuclear arsenal that is likely 
to be capable of surviving an attempted disarming fi rst strike by China.12 Fur-
ther, although India shares a long land border with China, its key territories, 
such as cities like Delhi and Mumbai, are located far from this border. Because 
of these factors, India is almost certainly capable of effectively defending its 
key territory against Beijing.

It is therefore unlikely that the United States will need to offer, or that India 
will seek, an alliance (at least of the kind focused on in this book) between 
Washington and New Delhi. India is likely to remain a resolute member of any 
anti-hegemonic coalition without requiring such a guarantee. And given these 
factors and America’s interests in husbanding its strength and differentiated 
credibility, Washington has no reason to insist on one.

Moreover, there is a natural division of labor within the coalition between the 
United States, Japan, and Australia on one side and India on the other. Because 
Asia’s most advanced economies are located in the Western Pacifi c and South 
China Sea and because many of them implicate Washington’s differentiated 
credibility, this area will constitute the primary theater of competition between 
the anti-hegemonic coalition as a whole and China and its pro-hegemonic coa-
lition. Given China’s size, the United States and its allies in the Western Pacifi c 
will need to focus rigorously on preparing for a confl ict in this area, particularly 
over Taiwan or the Philippines. This will indubitably consume a very great pro-
portion of American resources and effort.

But China will also have the ability and interest to try to add to its coalition 
or otherwise enable its pursuit of regional hegemony in other important areas of 
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the Indo-Pacifi c, particularly the Indian subcontinent and Indian Ocean area. 
Beijing might seek to add states in this area to its pro-hegemonic coalition or 
seek access agreements with local states to enable the employment of its mili-
tary forces, including in ways that could affect a confl ict over Taiwan or another 
state in the Western Pacifi c. Yet the United States, if it is primarily occupied 
with the Western Pacifi c, will almost certainly simply not have the spare power 
to simultaneously muster a leading effort in the Indian Ocean and South Asia.

India, however, has an even more powerful interest in limiting Chinese infl u-
ence in this subregion than the United States does. Moreover, its military 
forces and other levers of power are more naturally suited for employment in its 
own region; India has a very large land force, along with air and maritime 
forces, that are readily employable in its own area but of distinctly limited util-
ity beyond it.

Accordingly, the United States should encourage India to focus on its own 
area, both by directly balancing Chinese assertiveness and also by bolstering 
important neighboring states that might otherwise fall under Beijing’s sway. 
New Delhi might even sensibly provide alliance guarantees to states such as 
Myanmar. The United States can seek to enable and empower India as much as 
possible in these directions.

A deeper alliance between the United States and India would become more 
advisable under two contingencies, neither of which appears pressing in the 
near term. First, a US guarantee would become advisable if India’s resolve 
were faltering and such a commitment could meaningfully reinforce it. Con-
versely, an alliance would become attractive if the US and allied position in the 
Western Pacifi c deteriorated and a rising India could contribute to redressing it.

So long as China remains the primary and rising power in Asia, the United 
States and other coalition members to all practical purposes benefi t unreserv-
edly from a stronger India. They should therefore seek to increase India’s eco-
nomic and military power in order to provide as strong a counterweight as 
possible to China and to limit the pressure on the United States and other West-
ern Pacifi c states.

Southeast Asia

The rubber meets the road for the United States in Southeast Asia, an area 
nearby China and much of which is not within the US defense perimeter but 
that includes countries that the United States and its allies and partners could 



I M P L I C A T I O N S248

plausibly defend. As a general principle, the coalition should encompass as 
many states in Southeast Asia as it can, since this both adds their power to the 
anti-hegemonic side and denies it to China’s coalition. But these benefi ts must 
be weighed against the states’ defensibility. Given that there is little prospect of 
effectively defending the landlocked states on China’s northern and western 
borders—which are in any case small economies—this essentially means that 
the United States and other coalition members have an interest in an effective 
defense as far forward in maritime Asia as possible.

With a few exceptions, the countries of the region are not formally allied 
with either Washington or Beijing. The US defense perimeter peters out with 
the Philippines before picking up again far to the south in Australia, with Thai-
land as an ambiguous case. Cambodia, meanwhile, is usually thought of as 
within China’s orbit.

Much of the area remains unaffi liated, however, not clearly in the anti-
hegemonic coalition or in China’s pro-hegemonic coalition. Southeast Asia 
therefore offers an open fi eld within Asia for China to induce or subordinate 
states to back its bid for regional hegemony.13 Moreover, many of these states 
have large and growing economies and occupy signifi cant geographical posi-
tions, making their decisions important. For Beijing, dominance over this area 
would constitute a long stride toward regional predominance.

Accordingly, the United States and the anti-hegemonic coalition have an in-
terest in bringing important Southeast Asian states into the coalition and per-
haps in Washington’s forming alliance relationships with them. The problems 
are twofold. First, some of these states are diffi cult to defend, and some may be 
simply indefensible. Second, many states in the area do not want to have to 
choose between aligning with either the United States or China; indeed, Indo-
nesia, Malaysia, and Vietnam, among others, have strong traditions of nona-
lignment.14 Despite these diffi culties, any shift in the power balance toward 
China and its pro-hegemonic coalition would impel the United States and its al-
lies and partners to consider adding Southeast Asian states to the anti-hegem-
onic coalition. Moreover, because of the greater danger such a powerful China 
and its coalition would pose, the United States might need to offer at least some 
of these states a security guarantee in order to provide them with the degree of 
assurance required to affi liate with the coalition in the face of such peril.

In light of these factors, the coalition would likely benefi t by adding Indone-
sia, the largest state and economy in Southeast Asia and almost certainly the 
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most defensible. Indonesia is located south of the Philippines, already a US 
ally, and thus to the rear of the US defense line. Moreover, with the exception 
of Borneo (which is unlikely to be key territory), Indonesia is located well to 
the south, below Malaysian Borneo and the Malay Peninsula. It is also an archi-
pelago, which plays to the United States’ advantages in the maritime arena. 
Even more, Indonesia is located just north of close US ally Australia, which has 
strong incentives to ensure the effective defense of its northern neighbor. This 
increases the probability that Indonesia’s defense would invite the aid of other 
states. These factors also mean it would likely be reasonable for the United 
States to add Indonesia as an ally, if that proves necessary.

How the coalition should view the region’s other states is less clear-cut.
Vietnam is a signifi cant and growing economy with a capable military and a 

reputation for resolute self-defense. Its proximity to China and fi erce independ-
ent streak will likely lead it to join an anti-hegemonic coalition without needing 
or even, given its tradition of eschewing alliances, wanting an alliance with the 
United States. This is a positive arrangement for the United States, which can 
and should still aid Vietnam’s ability to defend itself. The question is, if China 
and its pro-hegemonic coalition grow in power and Vietnam becomes increas-
ingly nervous about its vulnerability to China’s focused strategy, would it make 
sense for the United States to ally with Hanoi? Vietnam’s traversable land bor-
der with China makes much of its key territory diffi cult to defend against Bei-
jing, especially given that the US military’s advantages are particularly great in 
aerospace and maritime operations rather than on land. The United States should 
seek to avoid having to confront this dilemma by empowering Vietnam to de-
fend itself. In any event, Washington should be very conservative about attach-
ing its differentiated credibility to the effective defense of Vietnam. There would 
have to be a very potent benefi t or need in order to match the gravity of this risk.

Malaysia and Singapore are wealthy, signifi cant economies. The narrow 
neck of the Malay Peninsula gives both countries a signifi cant degree of defen-
sibility. Still, the peninsula is closer to the Asian mainland than Indonesia, mak-
ing it more accessible to Chinese military power, especially if Thailand affi liates 
with Beijing or permits Chinese forces to cross or use its territory. The United 
States should therefore seek to bring these two important states into the anti-
hegemonic coalition but be reluctant to extend an alliance guarantee to them. 
Brunei, given its wealth and location, surrounded by Malaysia’s Sarawak terri-
tory, would likely fall into the same category.
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Thailand is likely to be a signifi cant swing state in the region. It is one of 
Southeast Asia’s largest economies and centrally located; along with Vietnam, it 
sits between China and most of the maritime part of the region. Because of 
its wealth and strategic position, it would bring signifi cant value to the anti-
hegemonic coalition. But there is reason to be skeptical of Bangkok’s willing-
ness to join, and there are major risks to the United States of a full alliance 
relationship with Thailand. The two are technically allies now, but their relation-
ship is generally understood to be considerably more ambiguous and thinner 
than Washington’s relationship with Tokyo, Canberra, or even Manila. It is not 
entirely clear what Washington’s defense obligations are if Thailand is attacked.15

First, Thailand has a historical tradition of accommodation rather than resist-
ance. It accommodated the European imperial powers of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries to preserve its autonomy and pursued a similar course toward 
imperial Japan in the Second World War.16 This makes it unclear what policy 
Bangkok will pursue—with the anti-hegemonic coalition, with Beijing, or some-
where in between. Second, there are serious risks to a full-fl edged US alliance 
with Thailand, if that is what is required to ensure its membership in the anti-
hegemonic coalition. Thailand is separated from China only by weak Laos, Myan-
mar, and northern Vietnam. Accordingly, Thailand is relatively exposed to Chinese 
action along a land border, reducing the relative effi cacy of US military forces. 
This makes an American alliance guarantee diffi cult to uphold. Thus, while the 
United States and other members of the anti-hegemonic coalition should seek to 
persuade Bangkok to join them, they should not be overly optimistic about Bang-
kok’s doing so. Moreover, the United States should be very conservative about a 
full alliance relationship that obligates Washington to come to Thailand’s defense.

Myanmar presents a strategic picture similar to Vietnam’s, but from a lower 
power base. Myanmar has a strong tradition of independence and shares a long 
land border with China, but it is weaker than Vietnam, making its effective de-
fense even harder. At the same time, however, Myanmar stands between China 
and the Indian Ocean; gaining use of Myanmar’s territory could give Beijing 
reliable access to the Indian Ocean, with all its attendant advantages.17 Accord-
ingly, the United States and, given its proximity, India should be concerned 
about this and should seek to help Myanmar defend itself against Chinese ac-
tion, but Washington should also be very conservative about extending an alli-
ance guarantee to Yangon. As India grows in power, however, New Delhi might 
consider extending such an alliance guarantee, backed by US support.
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Other states in Southeast Asia are already aligned with China or else too un-
important or too indefensible to make desirable additions to the anti-hegemonic 
coalition. Landlocked and weak Laos, for instance, will likely be unable to re-
sist pressure from China, its direct neighbor along a land border.

Collective Defense

In addition to altering its defense perimeter, the United States can seek to 
integrate the efforts of its allies and partners toward the common goal of 
providing an effective defense of the most vulnerable US allies within the 
coalition—in other words, a true collective defense model. As noted before, the 
question is not whether this is desirable; the United States generally has an in-
terest in its allies and partners collaborating to help defend other US allies, es-
pecially vulnerable ones. The question is how far to push the issue with allies 
and partners that may be resistant to doing so and that, in any case, may have 
limited ability to contribute to these efforts.

This issue is not highly relevant for most US allies and partners. It makes 
more sense for US allies in Europe to focus on defending Europe. Other coun-
tries outside Asia cannot project even negligible military power into the West-
ern Pacifi c. And within Asia, most US allies and partners are better off ensuring 
their own effective defense because of their own limited capacity, military situ-
ation vis-à-vis China, or both. States like the Philippines, Vietnam, and Taiwan, 
which lack any meaningful capability to project power, will have their hands 
full ensuring they can contribute to their own effective defense. The same is 
probably true of Indonesia and Malaysia, if they joined the coalition. Singapore 
might be able to help a collective defense effort elsewhere, but its contribution 
would be small. South Korea has the ability to develop power projection forces 
but, as I will discuss later, should focus on providing for its own defense against 
North Korea and China.

As most states in the coalition will need to focus on their own defense, and 
because the United States has a critical interest in limiting the degree to which 
coalition members need to rely on it for their defense, Washington should pro-
vide all reasonable assistance to states seeking to defend themselves against 
Chinese attack or coercion, including those that are not US allies. The more 
stoutly these states can resist Chinese assault or coercion, the less likely they 
will be to fall under Beijing’s sway and the less likely they are to need a formal 
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US alliance guarantee to participate in the coalition. Moreover, by providing all 
manner of defensive arms to these states, the United States and its allies and 
partners can demonstrate in the clearest way their interest in helping protect the 
sovereignty and independence of states in the region. It is unlikely that China 
will go to similar lengths, since doing so would undermine Beijing’s ability to 
attain regional hegemony. This could only strengthen the coalition’s hand in the 
regional competition with China.

This leaves Japan and Australia as states that could contribute signifi cantly to 
the collective defense of a vulnerable ally such as Taiwan or the Philippines. 
Both are wealthy states with capable militaries that can develop relevant power 
projection capabilities.

Japan

Japan’s role is critical. It is the world’s third or fourth largest economy and at 
the very forefront of technological development. Yet it spends relatively little 
on defense. Given Japan’s enormous unrealized military potential and geo-
graphic position along the US defense perimeter, it is simply vital that it in-
crease its defense efforts.

Because of its location along the fi rst island chain as the front line of the US 
defense perimeter within the anti-hegemonic coalition, Japan’s fi rst order of 
business is, alongside the United States and possibly other states such as Aus-
tralia, to ensure the defense of Japan itself. Given the scale and sophistication 
of the Chinese military threat, Japan will now need to take a full role in its own 
defense in an integrated posture with the United States. This requires a signifi -
cant change from its post–Second World War defense model, which entailed a 
high degree of demilitarization and an unequal reliance on the United States.

Given the size of the Japanese economy and its proximity to the most stress-
ing scenarios for the US defense perimeter, however, Japan may also be able to 
allocate some efforts to preparing to aid the United States in mounting an effec-
tive defense of Taiwan, Japan’s immediate neighbor to the south. This is not 
only of general utility to Japan, which is fundamentally reliant on the effective 
maintenance of the US alliance system in Asia, but also of direct military con-
sequence for Japan. If China were able to subjugate Taiwan, it would gain un-
fettered access beyond the fi rst island chain, substantially increasing Japan’s 
vulnerability to Chinese military action. Tokyo can also plan to aid the US de-
fense of the Philippines for comparable reasons, although those contributions 
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are likely to be more attenuated given the greater distance of the Philippine ar-
chipelago from Japan.

Japan is, moreover, capable of this increased effort. It spends approximately 
1 percent of its enormous GDP on defense—well below what the United States 
and China spend and far below what would reasonably be expected given To-
kyo’s own perception that it is seriously threatened by the growth of Chinese 
military power.18 There is thus tremendous room for growth in Japan’s contri-
butions to defending both itself and the broader coalition.

Australia

Australia is a medium-sized but highly advanced economy with a signifi cant 
military capability. It has a strong interest in a forward defense in the Western 
Pacifi c designed to sustain a functioning anti-hegemonic coalition. This is be-
cause, though it is distant from Taiwan and the Philippines, its fate is likely to 
be decided in the Western Pacifi c. A China that could dominate Southeast Asia 
would present the United States and any remaining coalition partners with a far 
more diffi cult power balance and consequently a far more painful, challenging, 
and risky effort to defend Australia. By leveraging bases in Southeast Asia, 
China could apply its focused strategy against Australia, presenting the United 
States with the exceptionally diffi cult military problem of helping to defend it. 
Although the United States did so in the Second World War, that defense was 
against a Japan that was far weaker relative to the United States than China 
would be. Australia thus has a strong interest in ensuring that the anti-hegem-
onic coalition checks China’s focused and sequential strategy well before it 
reaches Australia’s shores. The United States should therefore seek to enlist 
Canberra to prepare its forces to aid US efforts to defend the Philippines and 
Taiwan. Australia already appears to be moving in this direction.19

The Anti-Hegemonic Effort in Asia and 
Broader US Defense Strategy

As emphasized throughout this book, the key fundamental interest of the 
United States in the international arena is in preventing any other state from gain-
ing hegemony over a key region of the world, and China in the Indo-Pacifi c is 
the only state that could plausibly pretend to this status in the foreseeable future. 
Preventing China from establishing such predominance must be the overriding 
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priority for US strategy. If the United States and its allies and partners achieve 
this goal, other challenges will be manageable in an international system condu-
cive to their interests; if they fail, all other challenges will pale in comparison to 
the consequences, and the management of those challenges will be subject to 
Chinese preferences rather than those of Americans and others in the coalition. 
This overriding interest must therefore be refl ected across every aspect of the US 
armed forces and US defense planning, including the size, shape, composition, 
and readiness of the nation’s armed forces, as well as the missions they are tasked 
to perform.

How, though, should this interest be related to and integrated with any other 
interests that the United States expects its armed forces to serve? This is a cru-
cial question because, while China’s pretensions to regional hegemony are 
America’s primary geopolitical concern, they are not the only interest on which 
US defense strategy should focus.

Managing the Deadliest Threats

To return to the beginning of the book, Americans’ core interests are in ensur-
ing their security, freedom, and prosperity. Before they can address such goods 
as freedom and prosperity, however, they must fi rst ensure their security from 
attacks that kill large numbers of Americans.

Perfect security is not the goal; it is neither possible nor consistent with the 
high value Americans attach to their freedom. Americans tolerate high murder 
and highway lethality rates rather than accept the consequences of policies that 
seek to eliminate them.20 But there is a limit to the level of threat Americans 
will accept. Exactly where this limit falls is a matter of political debate because 
defending against threats involves trade-offs in terms of freedoms and re-
sources. At a minimum, however, it is likely to mean securing the United States 
against attacks that kill hundreds and certainly thousands of Americans. The US 
defense establishment—and the national security establishment more broadly—
should therefore ensure that the American people are adequately defended 
against this level of danger. What are these threats?

Pandemics

The most serious threat to human life is likely pandemic disease, as the 
Covid-19 pandemic has reminded us. It makes abundant sense for the American 
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people to dedicate resources to ensuring a reasonable degree of protection from 
such diseases. Dealing with pandemics is not, however, principally a defense 
matter. Militaries are about the large-scale employment of lethal force; this has 
negligible utility against diseases that are neither susceptible to violent force 
nor intelligent—diseases cannot be coerced. Dealing with them, rather, is pri-
marily a matter for public health—vaccines, medicine, hospital facilities, med-
ical equipment, public hygiene, and the like. Military forces may assist in these 
functions, but doing so is not truly a military role unless such diseases are 
wielded deliberately by intelligent actors.

Moreover, pandemics do not put geopolitics on hold; power politics exists 
even during and after such outbreaks. They may even intensify geopolitical 
competition by distracting states’ leaderships and changing power balances in 
ways that create opportunities for aggressive action. This means that, while ef-
fort and expense required to control the threat of pandemic disease may be very 
great, these efforts do not logically trade against national security requirements. 
Even if it may have fewer resources and less bandwidth for doing so, the United 
States will still need to plan for dealing with national security threats in a world 
of pandemic diseases.

Nuclear Deterrence

The most consequential plausible threat to the American people—in terms of 
the devastating consequences if it does happen—is the use of weapons of mass 
destruction against the United States. Any nation or entity that possesses a nu-
clear weapon could do the most grievous damage to the United States; it might 
also be able to achieve comparable damage with biological or possibly other 
novel weapons. The United States therefore needs a defense posture able to 
deal with the threat those who possess these weapons pose. Again, because per-
fect defense is impossible against the nearly infi nite ways such weapons might 
be employed, deterrence is generally a critical element of any sensible strategy 
for dealing with the problem. And because of their unique destructiveness, 
promptness, and other advantages relative to biological weapons, nuclear weap-
ons are a most suitable implement of deterrence against such a large-scale at-
tack. Nonnuclear means of retaliation are also critical, however, to credibly 
deter lesser threats, given the political, reputational, and environmental prob-
lems a nuclear response could well generate.
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In practice, this means that the United States should fi eld a nuclear deterrent 
that can survive any plausible fi rst strike, that is large and destructive enough in 
its effects to manifestly outweigh the benefi ts for any opponent of a large-scale 
attack, and that is discriminate enough to allow for effective employment in a 
limited war. The United States should ensure that its nuclear deterrent is sized 
and shaped to achieve this.

In particular, US nuclear forces should be able to destroy the most valued 
assets of any state that could wield such destructive force against Americans. 
This is important because it sets a relatively independent criterion for sizing 
and shaping US nuclear forces. Nuclear weapons ultimately deter and infl uence 
by the prospect of devastation of valued things. Naturally, divining what an 
opponent most values is an inherently subjective judgment, a matter of 
approximation, not of scientifi c certainty. Nonetheless, nuclear targeting has a 
long pedigree, and categories of such targets are well established in US strate-
gic planning.21 This means that American nuclear forces do not necessarily 
need to be greater or fewer than those of potential US opponents. Nor do all of 
them need to be ready on any given day. As long as they can survive, be 
mobilized, and achieve the effects designated, that level of effort should be 
suffi cient.

A nuclear deterrent that meets this standard—especially one coupled with 
the conventional forces the United States would fi eld under the defense strategy 
laid out in this book—would be well suited to deterring large-scale lethal attack 
by any even modestly rational actor. Any actor contemplating such an attack 
would face US armed forces capable of retaliating not only in the most destruc-
tive fashion but also discriminately, in ways adapted to the nature of the attack. 
This covers essentially all the relevant actors in the world.

Counterterrorism

But what of potential attackers whose rationality is not always susceptible to 
this type of deterrence? States very rarely fall into this category. A state, by def-
inition, is an organized entity that has something it values and holds—territory 
and its citizenry. It essentially always has something that can be threatened, 
making it susceptible to coercion. States may value things differently, but they 
always care about something. This means that US nuclear and conventional 
military power offers a solid basis on which to deal with any state.
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Individuals and groups, especially smaller groups, are not always so rational. 
Some people and groups may be willing to do enormous damage against Amer-
icans even knowing they will suffer grievous retaliation. We usually call these 
people terrorists. But the United States is not concerned to this degree with all 
terrorists. Rather, it is worried about those who might plausibly kill signifi cant 
numbers of Americans, especially in international terrorist attacks.

This is, however, a relatively limited subset of terrorists. Many, if not most, of 
the world’s terrorist organizations see little benefi t to killing signifi cant numbers 
of Americans, and whatever benefi ts they do see they consider less weighty than 
the costs and risks of undertaking such attacks. Groups like the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party, Basque Fatherland and Liberty, and the radical remnants of the Irish 
Republican Army tend to direct their violence toward local targets rather than the 
United States, both because they see striking at local targets as more likely to re-
sult in progress toward their goals and because attacking the United States is 
likely to bring down its wrath and risks worsening rather than improving the 
prospects of their achieving their goals. Even groups such as Hezbollah that have 
attacked Americans have often done so at least partly for local political reasons.22

Moreover, even among those groups that may see benefi t in killing signifi -
cant numbers of Americans, including through attacks on the United States it-
self—groups like al-Qaeda, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and their 
offshoots or affi liates—there are a number of factors limiting their interest and 
ability in doing so. Few such groups actually have or could realistically obtain 
the capability for a large strike. This is in signifi cant part because any interna-
tional terrorist attack is diffi cult to pull off. Law enforcement and intelligence 
services, international travel barriers, and restrictions on the availability of 
weaponry present signifi cant barriers. Most terrorist organizations lack the per-
sonnel, resources, and sophistication required to overcome such obstacles and 
mount a large-scale attack. Inspiring attacks by individuals or smaller groups 
abroad can be easier, but those attacks also tend to be relatively small-scale.

A major terrorist attack on the United States is still possible, however, so 
continued vigilance is required to ensure that al-Qaeda, ISIS, and their potential 
successors are prevented from executing such an attack. But in an era of inten-
sifying competition between the United States and China, that vigilance must 
be coupled with deliberate thinking about measures that not only deny terrorist 
organizations the ability to kill signifi cant numbers of Americans but also allow 
for the strengthening of the US ability to defend allies in Asia against China.
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There are opportunities to do this. The fi rst is through coercion. Most terror-
ist organizations value something that the United States or others can damage 
or destroy, and they are therefore likely to be susceptible to coercion. So long 
as the United States can credibly threaten the things these organizations hold 
most dear, it should be able to persuade them not to try to kill signifi cant num-
bers of Americans.23 This should be possible even in the case of groups that 
may seek to kill signifi cant numbers of Americans and may even have the abil-
ity to do so—or a credible chance of obtaining such an ability—so long as those 
groups have other interests or equities that they care about more than killing 
signifi cant numbers of Americans. Such interests could include the lives of 
their leadership, control of territory, or certain political equities. So long as the 
United States can hold those targets at risk or otherwise infl uence them, there is 
reason to believe that these groups may be coercible. Moreover, it may not be 
necessary to coerce a whole group; rather, if parts of such groups can be de-
terred or coerced, that may be enough to hobble an attempted attack.

Importantly, this holds true not only for terrorist organizations whose moti-
vations are immanent but also for those whose aims are transcendental; even 
these latter groups typically have earthly possessions or other interests that can 
be threatened. It is true as well of organizations that use suicide attacks. Al-
though these groups might encourage or even order their foot soldiers to use 
such tactics, that does not necessarily mean that the organization’s leaders or 
the groups as a whole are willing to sacrifi ce themselves in order to achieve 
their objectives. So long as they have something they value more than killing 
signifi cant numbers of Americans, they should be coercible.

One cannot, however, predict with certainty that coercion will work against 
terrorist organizations considering attacks on Americans. There are and will be 
cases where deterrence simply will not work. Millenarian groups like Aleph 
(formerly known as Aum Shinrikyo) may be so focused on extramundane con-
siderations that they are very diffi cult to coerce. And even in cases where a 
group’s leadership might be susceptible to coercion, their subordinates may be 
less so and may act on their own.

The United States should therefore maintain the ability to prevent those or-
ganizations from planning, preparing for, and executing an attack to kill signif-
icant numbers of Americans, including by force if necessary.24 Moreover, the 
United States should not be passive; aggressively targeting terrorist groups is 
often an effective method to keep them on their back foot.
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But critically, the United States must do so as economically as possible so 
that the US military can protect the American people from international terror-
ism while simultaneously maintaining—or if necessary, restoring—a suffi -
ciently powerful military capability against China in Asia. The United States 
has made progress in this regard over the past twenty years, including by shift-
ing away from large-scale military interventions—which do not solve the ter-
rorism problem and may make it worse—to smaller-footprint operations 
exploiting standoff capabilities and close cooperation with local partners to de-
grade or destroy terrorist organizations that have or may be able to secure an 
ability to kill signifi cant numbers of Americans.25 The United States should 
prioritize refi ning these more economical methods in order to suffi ciently de-
grade or defeat terrorist threats using the least expensive and smallest number 
of forces possible. There has been some valuable work on how to do so, but 
more is needed to develop, refi ne, and implement such a more economical 
approach.26

The outlines of such an approach are discernible. The United States should 
fi rst enable and incentivize local and regional actors to take the lead in the fi ght 
against terrorists operating out of these actors’ own or proximate territory. In 
places where local and regional actors lack the resolve or ability to suffi ciently 
degrade terrorists operating in their territory even with American help and en-
couragement, however, the United States must be prepared to act itself. But it 
should prioritize employing more cost-effective means to collect and analyze 
intelligence on terrorist groups, conduct strikes against them, and enable and ex-
ecute limited ground operations against terrorist targets. This more economical 
approach should be feasible because terrorists lack the resources of a state like 
China. The United States does not need stealth aircraft to conduct strikes against 
terrorist groups or the highest-quality unmanned systems to conduct intelli-
gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance against them. Rather, it can use more 
tailored, less expensive capabilities. These capabilities—such as light-attack 
aircraft and lower-cost unmanned aerial vehicles—should be treated as distinct 
from the broader set of conventional military capabilities the United States must 
develop and use, in combination with its nuclear forces, to deter or defeat Chi-
nese aggression; capabilities for the counterterrorism mission should be devel-
oped specifi cally to deal with this threat, with a special focus on economy, rather 
than being a subset of conventional force operations. These military efforts 
must be coupled with continued development of law enforcement, intelligence, 
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diplomatic, and other nonmilitary capabilities, in cooperation with other like-
minded nations, to improve their shared ability to identify and intercept foreign 
attacks before they arrive on US shores or anywhere else where signifi cant num-
bers of Americans might be vulnerable.27

Last, it is important to recognize in this context that much of the US force 
structure allocated to the Middle East in the past two decades has not been fo-
cused on preventing terrorist attacks on the United States as such. Rather, 
many—if not most—of these forces have been engaged in regime change op-
erations against Iraq, in the nation-building and pacifi cation efforts that fol-
lowed, or in deterring Iran from attacking American interests. Some US forces 
in Afghanistan have been focused on counterterrorism, but others have concen-
trated on broader nation-building and pacifi cation efforts. This means that the 
legacy US force presence in the Middle East is not the baseline for counterter-
rorism operations. This force could be smaller, likely signifi cantly so, if scoped 
more narrowly on counterterrorism.

The Core Missions of the US Armed Forces

The core missions of the US armed forces should be to ensure an 
effective defense of allies in the anti-hegemonic coalition against China, main-
tain an effective nuclear deterrent, and deter or prevent large-scale lethal at-
tacks against Americans, including terrorist attacks. In simplifi ed terms, this 
breaks the US armed forces down into the nuclear arsenal, conventional forces, 
and the military counterterrorism enterprise. The nuclear arsenal and the coun-
terterrorism enterprise are relatively self-contained demands that require only a 
relatively modest share of US defense efforts and resources. Over the 2020s, 
recapitalizing the US nuclear arsenal is expected to consume approximately 
5–7 percent of the total defense budget. The United States spends something 
on the order of 15 percent of the defense budget on the counterterrorism 
enterprise—a signifi cant fraction, but valuable given the importance of the 
mission.28

This means that the great bulk of US defense effort and resources go to the 
conventional forces, which are the primary mechanism for American deterrent 
and defense activities. While plenty of attention goes to the costs and demands 
on the other two missions, the main question for the nation in practical terms is 
what it should demand of its conventional forces. These are not purely military 
questions. Especially because of the expense involved, they are fundamentally 
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political questions relating to how much importance the country is prepared to 
place on its defense. The Covid-19 pandemic and its economic consequences 
only throw these questions into sharper relief.

I have argued in this book that the United States should ensure that its con-
ventional forces are able to effectively defend—in concert with other allies and 
partners—any US ally, however vulnerable. Because China is by far the most 
powerful state in the international system other than the United States and be-
cause the Indo-Pacifi c is the world’s most important region, achieving this goal 
in the Indo-Pacifi c must be the priority for US conventional and, to the degree 
they are implicated, nuclear forces. The United States should therefore spend 
enough on defense to meet this standard.

The Issue of Simultaneity

The main question that follows for conventional force planning, then, is: 
Once this criterion has been satisfi ed, how much does the nation want to pre-
pare for additional and particularly simultaneous contingencies? That is, what 
does the nation expect its military to do in addition and at the same time that it 
is conducting an effective denial defense of Taiwan or another threatened ally 
in the Western Pacifi c? This is important because simultaneity is a primary 
driver of the size, shape, and composition of military forces. If the nation be-
lieves that it can deal with threats sequentially, then it can address additional 
threats after having addressed the primary threat. But if it judges that it must be 
prepared to deal with multiple threats simultaneously, the armed forces must be 
sized, shaped, and postured accordingly.

Simultaneity is important because wars might break out concurrently, 
whether independently from one another or because, with the United States en-
gaged elsewhere, other potential attackers see an opportunity. The United States 
simultaneously fought Germany and Japan in the Second World War, effec-
tively requiring two separate sets of forces; conversely, it addressed what it 
considered a violation of the Monroe Doctrine in Mexico after the Civil War, 
deploying federal forces that had just defeated the Confederacy to pressure the 
French to withdraw from Mexico.29 Britain wrestled with this issue in the years 
before the First World War. In the late nineteenth century, Britain faced multiple 
rivals in several theaters of its far-fl ung empire—not only Germany in Europe 
but France in Africa, the United States in the Western Hemisphere, Russia in 
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Central Asia, and Japan in East Asia—and conducted its military planning 
accordingly. In the years leading up to war, however, London increasingly 
recognized the primacy of the threat from imperial Germany. It settled its dis-
putes around the world with each of its other rivals and altered the size, shape, 
and composition of its armed forces to focus on the threat from Germany in 
Europe.30

Once the United States has established that it can conduct an effective denial 
defense of Taiwan, sustain the nuclear deterrent, and maintain an effective 
counterterrorism enterprise, it is prudent for the United States to do two things. 
First, it should make some provision for a simultaneous confl ict in one particu-
lar scenario: between NATO and Russia in Eastern Europe. This is the only 
plausible scenario in the contemporary international environment in which the 
United States, if it did not act simultaneously, might be unable to defeat a plau-
sible adversary’s theory of victory against an ally.31 Second, the United States 
should maintain missile defenses suffi cient to defeat an intercontinental missile 
attack by any state other than Russia or China.

No other contingency is suffi ciently pressing to distract America’s 
attention from these core missions. North Korea, Iran, Venezuela, and Cuba 
all have serious differences with the United States and some ability to do it 
harm. But each has substantial assets that can be attacked by the United States, 
which is far more powerful than any of them. This is a very strong basis for 
deterrence.

None of them, moreover, can present a plausible theory of victory against a 
US ally because none combines a survivable nuclear arsenal with conventional 
forces able to seize and hold any ally’s key territory in the face of plausible re-
sistance. There is thus no strict need for the United States to address the con-
ventional threat from any of them simultaneously with conducting a denial 
defense of Taiwan. Once it has fi nished dealing with China in Asia, the United 
States and any engaged allies and partners could readily dislodge these states’ 
forces from any gains and, if necessary, wreak tremendous punitive damage on 
them.

This is evident from an analysis of their military positions. North Korea, 
Iran, Venezuela, Cuba, and any other plausibly hostile states lack military 
forces that can even pretend to be able to conquer US allies. They therefore 
present no remotely conceivable scenario that might require handling simulta-
neously with an effective defense of Taiwan.
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North Korea

North Korea has a large conventional military, but it is antiquated, even de-
crepit.32 It should be expected to present exceptionally formidable resistance to 
an assault into North Korea. The United States, however, has no compelling 
strategic interest in conquering North Korea or changing its government. Al-
though Washington might wish for a different form of government there, this 
desire is not a suffi ciently compelling reason to justify an invasion.

The United States does, on the other hand, have an interest in the defense of 
its ally, South Korea. As discussed previously, the United States should retain 
its alliance with South Korea, and its differentiated credibility is therefore at 
stake in that nation’s effective defense.

South Korea can, however, defend itself from a North Korean invasion on its 
own or with modest US support. South Korea has an economy of approxi-
mately two trillion dollars (PPP) and spends roughly 2.5 percent of its GDP on 
defense, in absolute terms more than twenty-fi ve times what North Korea 
spends; the South Korean military also benefi ts from an advanced economy and 
access to US equipment and expertise.33

Because of this, South Korea could almost certainly defeat a North Korean 
invasion on its own. It could defend itself better, at lower cost and risk, with 
more signifi cant US support—but the question is how much the United States 
strictly needs to contribute simultaneously to this effort alongside an extremely 
stressing war with China over Taiwan. The answer is that South Korea could es-
sentially hold out on its own. Once the United States had prevailed against 
China, it could allocate resources to help defend South Korea against North Ko-
rea, but this effort should not detract from the US ability to defend Taiwan or 
another US ally—including South Korea itself—from China’s focused strategy. 
The same logic would apply if a confl ict with North Korea broke out while the 
United States was at peace with China; in this case Washington should ensure 
that its efforts against North Korea did not detract from its ability to meet this 
same standard. To emphasize, this would not be a good outcome, given the 
damage North Korea could infl ict on parts of South Korea, but it would allow 
the United States to meet its basic commitments to US allies threatened by an 
exceptionally powerful China—including South Korea itself.

The main problem, however, is that North Korea has nuclear weapons. It 
could use these to threaten South Korea or even Japan and, absent an effective 
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counter, might be able to use these weapons to coerce Seoul or Tokyo. Although 
the United States would benefi t from the ability to preempt North Korea’s nu-
clear forces, this would almost certainly be exceptionally diffi cult, if not practi-
cally impossible, to pull off.34

The United States, South Korea, and Japan do, though, have the option of 
relying on the US nuclear arsenal to deter North Korean attack. It is better 
for all three allies, however, if the United States is able to respond to any North 
Korean nuclear use without itself being vulnerable to a North Korean nuclear 
attack.

This is not merely a selfi sh US interest, assuming that all three states share a 
powerful interest in avoiding the need for South Korea or Japan to acquire an 
independent nuclear arsenal. In the event that North Korea could strike at the 
United States and sought to coerce Seoul or Tokyo, the United States would 
have to weigh its interest in defending South Korea and Japan from North Ko-
rea against its own enormous interest in avoiding nuclear attack. Moreover, 
American interests regarding North Korea are limited. On its own, North Korea 
cannot present a primary strategic challenge to America’s core interest in pre-
venting another state’s hegemony over a key region, since Pyongyang has no 
prayer of being able to achieve hegemony in Asia. The cardinal strategic chal-
lenge North Korea poses is in its ability to weaken the anti-hegemonic coalition 
against China or if it becomes directly linked to China, as it was in 1950. If 
South Korea’s or Japan’s commitment or contributions to the anti-hegemonic 
coalition were weakened because of North Korea, then important US interests 
would suffer. This interest is, however, considerably more indirect than the 
threat posed by China.

As a result, the asymmetry of interests between North Korea and the United 
States over the Korean Peninsula could thus become signifi cant. This is espe-
cially so because North Korea appears to have a very high pain tolerance; the 
government displays little regard for its subjects’ well-being, raising the amount 
of damage and narrowing the set of targets the United States would need to be 
able to hold at risk in order to effectively deter or coerce Pyongyang. If North 
Korea could credibly threaten the United States with nuclear attack, a situation 
might arise in which North Korea could attempt a signifi cant but still limited act 
of coercion or aggression against South Korea or Japan and seek to deter a suf-
fi ciently fi rm US response by threatening a nuclear strike against the United 
States itself, whether directly or as a result of things “getting out of hand” as a 
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result of a forceful US response. The benefi ts of responding might appear too 
modest to Americans to justify risking such a painful consequence, potentially 
enabling North Korea to coerce South Korea or Japan. Seoul or Tokyo might 
fi nd this situation exceptionally unsatisfying, jeopardizing relations with the 
United States and even their active participation in the anti-hegemonic coali-
tion itself.

For these reasons, the United States—and South Korea and Japan, because of 
their reliance on an American nuclear deterrent—are all better off if Washing-
ton can confi dently deny North Korea the ability to hit the United States with a 
nuclear weapon. In that circumstance, North Korea is likely to judge a US com-
mitment to defend Japan and South Korea as more credible and thus is more 
likely to be deterred from precipitating such a course of action. The US ability 
to deny North Korea such an ability can involve a number of steps, including 
nonkinetic left-of-launch efforts. Realistically, however, the United States can-
not be sure that preemptive measures will work, and it does not want to be 
forced to choose between acting either preemptively and comprehensively or 
not at all, since preemption heightens both the risk of error and the chance the 
United States will be seen as the aggressor.

Missile defenses, which try to deny missile attack once an opponent has 
launched them and thereby shown its intent, are therefore highly valuable. If 
the United States can confi dently use missile defenses to deny North Korea the 
ability to attack America, Pyongyang’s leverage over the United States, South 
Korea, and Japan will be distinctly limited, leaving all three states better off.

This is consistent with efforts to provide defenses for South Korea and Japan 
as well. Realistically, however, it will be much harder, if not impossible, to pro-
vide a perfect defense for them, given North Korea’s much larger inventory of 
shorter-range missiles. Seeking a perfect defense would not only fail but con-
sume far too large a proportion of Japan’s and South Korea’s defense efforts. 
Ultimately, Japan and South Korea are better off coupling limited missile de-
fenses for their respective territories with reliance on US extended nuclear de-
terrence and an effective missile shield for the United States against North 
Korea.

The problem is that missile defenses are expensive and have an unfavorable 
cost-exchange ratio. They offer little prospect of blocking a large and sophisti-
cated attack, such as could be launched by Russia or China. This means that a 
modest North Korean missile arsenal is manageable, but if Pyongyang’s arsenal 
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expands substantially and modernizes, it will cause a geometric rather than 
arithmetic increase in US costs and diffi culties, which will trade against the US 
ability to defeat a Chinese assault against an ally in the Western Pacifi c.35

The United States should undertake an integrated approach to managing 
this problem. First, it should seek to inhibit as much as possible the maturation 
and growth of North Korea’s long-range missile and nuclear arsenals. An im-
portant part of this may be linking the development of North Korea’s arsenal 
with Chinese support and ensuring that China is properly incentivized to elimi-
nate or at least minimize Pyongyang’s access to the technology and other re-
sources needed for this effort.36 Second, the United States should seek to 
improve its missile defense systems while bending the cost curve back toward 
its favor, if possible.37 Third, the United States and others can seek to engage 
North Korea diplomatically to try to stem the growth of its nuclear and missile 
arsenals.

If this integrated effort fails and North Korea’s arsenal grows markedly, 
American missile defense costs may become so heavy as to jeopardize other 
core missions. In this case, the United States and its allies will have to weigh 
several courses of action. One is to rely more on US nuclear deterrence along-
side missile defenses. It is important to remember that these defenses—like any 
defenses—do not need to be perfect to have an effect, though imperfection has 
far more severe consequences in nuclear than conventional war. Additionally, 
the United States and its allies might seek to tie North Korea’s actions even 
more closely to China’s, linking Beijing’s interests much more closely to how 
Pyongyang behaves so as to discourage China from enabling North Korea’s nu-
clear and missile programs.

If these courses prove insuffi cient and the costs threaten to detract from US 
core defense missions, the United States and its allies would have to consider 
friendly proliferation to South Korea, Japan, or both. Independent or semi-in-
dependent nuclear arsenals in Seoul’s or Tokyo’s hands would defeat North Ko-
rea’s ability to exploit any divergence between its own willingness to run risks 
and US resolve. South Korea or Japan would then have their own means to re-
taliate against a North Korean nuclear attack, and the North is too poor to build 
the strike and missile defense architecture to block a South Korean or Japanese 
response. Such friendly proliferation would no doubt send out tremendous stra-
tegic reverberations, not least to China but also globally. These signifi cant costs 
would have to be weighed against those of the alternative.
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The point for US defense strategy is that, if affordable, on top of its core mis-
sions the United States should seek to maintain missile defenses suffi cient to 
deny a North Korean ability to strike the United States with a nuclear weapon.

Iran

There is no need for the United States to address a threat from Iran 
simultaneously to conducting a denial defense of Taiwan and maintaining its 
strategic deterrent, counterterrorism enterprise, and missile defenses. Iran’s 
conventional military is large and would present a formidable opponent if the 
United States wished to invade and occupy Iran, but doing so is not necessary 
to any US strategic interest and would almost certainly be a monumental and 
expensive mistake as well as a likely failure. Iran’s conventional forces, mean-
while, do not pose a very signifi cant threat of being able to seize the territory 
of such US regional partners as Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 
Emirates. Their forces alone would stand a decent chance of repelling an Ira-
nian invasion of one of these states. More to the point, even if Iranian forces did 
seize partner territory, US forces hold a commanding mastery over Iran’s with 
respect to the Gulf states’ territory and could readily expel and devastate any 
Iranian forces after defeating China over, for instance, Taiwan.38 The United 
States could couple this expulsion of Iranian occupying elements with a punish-
ing retaliatory campaign, which would add a large cost to Iran on top of the de-
nial of its objectives. The same logic would hold true if a confl ict with Iran 
broke out while the United States was at peace with China. But, as with North 
Korea, in such circumstances the United States should be sure that any efforts 
against Iran did not compromise its ability to defend Taiwan or another US 
ally in Asia.

Although Iran also possesses or directs substantial proxy and other uncon-
ventional forces able to strike at and harass US partners, these forces could not 
seize partner territory in any way that the United States could not reverse after 
having prevailed in a Taiwan contingency—and it is critical to emphasize that 
this is the standard US forces must meet, not ending Iranian strikes or harass-
ment. That said, the United States can seek to mitigate its partners’ vulnerability 
to such strikes or harassment through, for instance, the sale of missile defenses, 
hardening equipment, and training in dispersal. It can also encourage other 
states—especially those outside of Asia, such as the United Kingdom, France, 
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and other European states—to play a larger role in helping regional partners 
defend themselves from Iranian strikes and harassment.

Iranian acquisition of a nuclear arsenal would complicate but not fundamen-
tally change this calculus. The United States and other states rightly strive 
mightily to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. So long as the United 
States has the ability to defend its own territory against Iran’s ability to deliver 
such a weapon, American resolve to respond to Iranian employment of any nu-
clear weapons it might attain is likely to be high—and thus its extended nuclear 
deterrent credible. In such a circumstance, the United States could retaliate with 
devastating force against Iran if it used nuclear weapons against, for instance, 
Israel or Saudi Arabia. Accordingly, if Iran were to obtain nuclear weapons, the 
United States should, as in the case of North Korea, take all reasonable and af-
fordable steps to ensure that it possesses suffi cient defenses to deny Iran any of-
fensive benefi t from such acquisition. It should especially deny Iran the ability 
to hit the United States with a nuclear weapon; cost permitting, these defenses 
would ideally be added to rather than combined with any defenses allocated to-
ward North Korea.

Russia

The one scenario for which the United States might reasonably make provi-
sion for simultaneous action is a potential Russian attack on NATO member 
states in Eastern Europe. The reason is twofold. First, unlike any potential US 
adversary other than China, Russia does have a plausible way by which it could 
seize and hold the key territory of a US ally even in the face of US resistance. 
Second, Europe is one of the key regions of the world.

The fundamental stake at issue for the United States is denying Russia or any 
other state hegemony over Europe. No state—including Russia—has any real-
istic prospect of attaining predominance over Europe for the foreseeable future, 
in part because there is already an anti-hegemonic alliance there: NATO. The 
United States therefore has a potent interest in the maintenance of this alliance 
and thus in the effective defense of its member states.

NATO has, however, grown much larger than is necessary to achieve the goal 
of denying another state regional hegemony over Europe. Today it encom-
passes most of the European continent, including all of its large states except 
for Russia and Ukraine. Measured solely by membership, it boasts much more 
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than a favorable regional balance of power in Europe vis-à-vis Russia, some-
thing closer to an overwhelming preponderance. It could be considerably 
smaller and still fulfi ll the fundamental task of denying another state hegemony 
over Europe.

This means that, from an American point of view, NATO could lose members 
and still perform its core function. Some NATO states, moreover, are diffi cult 
to defend. But the critical issue is that withdrawing alliance commitments is 
much more problematic than never making them in the fi rst place. Accordingly, 
withdrawing commitments from some NATO states would surely have signifi -
cant reverberations; even more, failing to mount an effective defense of mem-
ber states could undermine the alliance’s differentiated credibility, possibly 
enough to cause it to fi ssure or even break apart.

Consequently, although the alliance has room to give in terms of its power 
margin over Russia, it also must consider the implications of withdrawing com-
mitments from existing members. The question, then, is whether existing mem-
ber states can be defended at a tolerable cost while the United States and other 
allies are fi ghting or preparing to fi ght a war in the Pacifi c, and consistent with 
the primary US interest in upholding the anti-hegemonic coalition in Asia. If 
they can be defended under those conditions, it makes sense to keep the alliance 
in its current form. If they cannot, it would be more sensible to redraw NATO’s 
defense perimeter to be consistent with this standard.

This is a pointed question because although Russia’s precise intentions with 
respect to NATO are unclear, there do appear to be circumstances in which Mos-
cow might be willing to use military force against the alliance. Russia has been 
willing to use military force against other states in recent years, including in 
Ukraine since 2014. And Moscow regards NATO as hostile, a mechanism for 
spreading Western ascendancy into Russia’s traditional zone and a means of 
weakening and even dismembering the country. Moscow accordingly appears to 
want to weaken the alliance or even break it apart. Undermining NATO, Mos-
cow appears to assess, would lessen the political and military threat the West 
poses to Russia’s sovereign integrity as well as open up space for Russia to ex-
ercise more infl uence, and possibly hegemonic control, in what Moscow views 
as its “near abroad.”39 By seizing and holding allied territory, Moscow could un-
dercut the alliance’s differentiated credibility and move toward this goal.

Russia’s plausible theory of victory against NATO is a fait accompli strategy 
rooted in its proximity to the alliance’s easternmost members and its possession 
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of sophisticated conventional forces as well as a large and varied nuclear arse-
nal. It does not have the practical ability to seize and hold noncontiguous NATO 
territory in the face of allied opposition; Moscow could not plausibly project 
such power across a resistant Ukraine or the Black Sea to seize and hold, for in-
stance, Romania or Bulgaria.

Northeastern NATO is different. Here Russia directly borders the Baltic 
states and Poland, and Moscow enjoys a substantial local conventional military 
superiority over the Baltics and possibly at least parts of Poland. This is due to 
several factors. One is the weakness of the small Baltic states, whose militaries 
pale in comparison to Russia’s. A second is geography. These countries occupy 
a narrow strip of territory sandwiched between Russia and the Baltic Sea; forces 
placed there are more vulnerable to attack—especially surprise attack—from 
Russia. A third is the thinness of the broader allied defense posture in Eastern 
NATO, a result of the alliance’s decisions not to build up its defense posture in 
the states NATO added after the Soviet Union’s collapse. Although NATO has 
strengthened its defenses in the east in recent years, Russia still may be able to 
generate local superiority, and possibly a signifi cant degree of it.40

As a consequence, Russia could rapidly move its conventional forces into the 
Baltic states, very likely overrunning NATO forces and conceivably doing so 
very quickly. Russian forces could then harden and fortify their positions, inte-
grating them with neighboring Russian battle networks in Russia proper as well 
as the Kaliningrad exclave, raising the costs of a NATO counterattack from the 
west. If allied forces are ill prepared to engage the Russians quickly, such a 
counterattack could take substantial time to mount, especially in the context of 
a simultaneous US confl ict with China. And any such delayed counterassault 
would almost certainly need to be large and ferocious in order to expel the 
entrenched Russian defenders from their positions. Russian forces would 
have had substantial time to develop sophisticated and resilient defenses 
using the natural advantages of the ground and the closeness of Russia’s own 
territory.41

Moscow could not, however, rely solely on its conventional forces for such 
a gambit to work. Russia is enormously overmatched in conventional forces by 
the North Atlantic Alliance, and even by the United States alone. Russian con-
ventional forces would be formidable and extract a high cost in a purely con-
ventional defense, but Moscow has to expect that this effort would almost 
certainly fail. Given the stakes, NATO—and possibly such friendly nonmem-
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bers as Sweden and Finland—would almost certainly follow through on the lib-
eration of the occupied member states if only conventional forces were at issue.

Nuclear forces would therefore be key to any Russian theory of victory. Rus-
sia’s nuclear weapons, which rival those of the United States in size and sophis-
tication and exceed them in variety and applicability to the battlefi eld, could 
enable Moscow to threaten to infl ict costs on the alliance far out of proportion 
to the stakes at issue. But as discussed previously, the primary challenge to em-
ploying nuclear weapons for coercive leverage in situations of mutual vulner-
ability is that their use must appear plausibly sensible in light of the nuclear 
retaliation that can be expected to follow. If using these weapons seems clearly 
irrational in light of these consequences, then the threat of their employment 
will not appear very credible and thus is unlikely to matter much.

But Russian use of its nuclear weapons could appear sensible and thus cred-
ible if the confl ict unfolded in a certain way. Because of NATO’s preponder-
ance of power over Russia and because of the scale of the counterassault the 
alliance would have to mount to eject entrenched Russian forces from Eastern 
NATO territory, Russia would need to dedicate a great proportion—perhaps the 
bulk—of its forces, and certainly its best, to defend what it had just taken. To 
defeat and eject such an entrenched Russian force, NATO would very likely 
have to overwhelm it. Yet in doing so, the alliance could plausibly seem to 
imperil Moscow’s ability to defend Russia proper, given the proximity of the 
Baltics and eastern Poland to key Russian territory.

Once the alliance had broken the back of Russia’s forces in Eastern Europe 
and possibly Western Russia, what, Moscow might wonder, would stop them 
from going farther, perhaps exploiting Russia’s defeat by dictating political 
terms that would infringe on Russia’s own sovereignty, at least as Moscow un-
derstood it? NATO might deny any such aspirations, but would Moscow be-
lieve such protestations, especially given that war aims can so readily change 
during a confl ict? To Russian decision-makers—and to those wondering how 
they might act—such a set of circumstances might appear to make deliberate 
nuclear escalation a less unattractive option for Russian decision-makers than 
conventional defeat and relying on the alliance’s clemency. In a sense, the 
strength of Russia’s strategy would lie in its weakness—its vulnerability if its 
forces defending its gains in the Baltics and Eastern Poland were to be ejected. 
Without this fundamental weakness, Russia’s threat to escalate would not, par-
adoxically, seem so credible.42
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Given these realities, in the face of an allied counterassault Moscow might 
credibly threaten to escalate to nuclear employment against NATO. Russia 
might pick any number of different strategies and targets from the enormous 
menu of options afforded by its nuclear arsenal, but the basic logic would likely 
be what is commonly referred to, at least in the West, as an escalate to de-
escalate (or escalate to terminate) strategy.43 Under this logic, Russia would 
seek to prevail by daring the West to follow it up the nuclear ladder while erod-
ing NATO’s conventional military advantages through selective nuclear em-
ployment. In such circumstances, NATO would face a most powerful incentive 
to stop. As discussed earlier, while there is no precedent for such a situation, it 
seems most likely that it would resolve by forces halting more or less in place—
which would mean a Russian victory, with major repercussions for the alliance.

Fortunately for the United States and NATO, there is a clear way to defeat 
Russia’s theory of victory, and the alliance has a superabundance of resources 
to do so. This is not primarily about nuclear forces. Russia’s nuclear forces are 
very large; even if Moscow were willing to reduce them, the reduction is un-
likely to diminish its ability to use the arsenal for an escalate to terminate strat-
egy in these circumstances.

The critical element in Russia’s theory of victory that NATO can most read-
ily redress is its local conventional force advantages, and specifi cally its ability 
to seize and hold allied territory. Assuming that nuclear brinkmanship contests 
are most likely to end in a halt in place, the crucial thing is to ensure that Mos-
cow cannot seize and hold allied territory. This is the sine qua non of Russia’s 
theory of victory; without an ability to hold allied territory, Moscow’s escalate 
to terminate strategy would not gain it much.

Accordingly, the alliance needs a force posture that can deny a Russian fait 
accompli against the Baltics and Eastern Poland. This means allied and partner 
forces that can contest a Russian assault from the outset of hostilities and, most 
important, not allow Russia the let-up that it could use to consolidate its hold on 
any seized territory. NATO allies could use either one of the denial options laid 
out previously to achieve this goal; that said, given the topography—including 
the lack of major land features between Russian and allied territory—denying 
Russia the ability to consolidate its hold on seized territory is likely to be more 
attractive. The key, however, is to ensure the ability to sustain a denial defense 
such that, at a minimum, the Russians would have to mount a much larger as-
sault to try to overcome it, reducing their probability of success in the fi rst place 
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but also undercutting their contention that they would be acting defensively and 
thus the credibility of any nuclear threats they might issue. This would under-
mine their theory of victory.

Properly postured and readied ground and air forces as well as their key ena-
blers are likely to be crucial for achieving this standard. Such forces need not 
be postured far forward or fi xed in place like a new Maginot Line. Rather, a 
growing body of analysis suggests that they can be mobile and fl exible—
indeed, this will make them more resilient and survivable—but they need to be 
ready to move forward swiftly to contest Russian advances. Fortunately, the 
United States and NATO as a whole have made considerable progress in recent 
years in rectifying gaps in their defense posture in the East through more real-
istic and larger exercises, improved readiness, and posture enhancements.44

This strategy, however, needs to be considered in a broader context. Russia 
poses a serious threat to NATO, but this threat is both more tractable and less 
consequential than the threat China poses in the Indo-Pacifi c. Accordingly, the 
United States should give the fi rst priority to making sure it is able to mount an 
effective defense of Taiwan or another ally in the Western Pacifi c above any ef-
forts to defend Eastern NATO. It should make provision to help defend Eastern 
NATO only once it is assured that its denial defense of an ally in the Western 
Pacifi c will succeed.

It also means that, should a war break out with Russia in Europe, the United 
States should be sure that it maintains the ability to conduct a denial defense of 
Taiwan or another ally against China in the Western Pacifi c. This is critical be-
cause Beijing might take advantage of the opportunity afforded by a war in Eu-
rope to advance toward regional hegemony by conducting attacks on one or 
more US allies in Asia. Because China is so much more formidable and its ac-
tions are so much more consequential, the United States must ensure that it can 
defeat China’s theory of victory even if Russia has acted fi rst.

Indeed, the most stressing variant of such a simultaneous war scenario—and 
thus the one most relevant to the development, posturing, and readying of the 
force—would likely be a simultaneous confl ict with China and Russia in which 
the Russia confl ict emerged fi rst, since Moscow’s claims to be acting defen-
sively and thus reasonably would ring far hollower if it attacked NATO while 
the United States was engaged in a war with China. Such a move would be 
likely to appear opportunistic rather than forced on Moscow; it would thus very 
likely legitimate a much fi ercer and resolute NATO response, diminishing any 
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Russian theory of victory that relied on a perception of Moscow’s reasonable-
ness and defensive goals.

A contingency in which confl ict with Russia broke out fi rst, followed by war 
with China, thus presents the most serious challenge to US defense planning. 
This contingency is manageable, though, for one reason in particular: the NATO 
allies, as well as other states concerned by the potential for a Russian attack, 
such as Finland and Sweden, have the wherewithal to address it.45 In simplest 
terms, these countries are together overwhelmingly richer, larger, and stronger 
than Russia, and if adequately prepared, they could readily defeat a Russian as-
sault into NATO with much less American involvement than they currently de-
pend on. America’s NATO allies constitute almost fi fteen times the GDP of 
Russia and spend four times what Moscow allocates to defense.46 Even provid-
ing a substantial discount because of European demilitarization after the Cold 
War and Russia’s cohesion as a unitary actor, non-US NATO still enjoys a very 
signifi cant power advantage over Moscow. These countries along with plausi-
ble European partners could readily supply most if not the great proportion of 
the forces needed for an effective denial defense of Eastern NATO. Indeed, in-
creased defense efforts by Poland alone in recent years promise to diminish 
Moscow’s ability to conduct a successful fait accompli strategy in the East.47

Much of the issue in Europe is really about Germany. Germany is, as noted 
earlier, by far Europe’s largest economy and its most important state. Yet it 
spends a small fraction—in 2018, 1.2 percent of GDP—on defense, and what it 
does spend yields little military capability that would be relevant to a contest 
with Russia. This is a historical anomaly—since 1989, not 1945. In 1988, a 
West Germany two-thirds the size of the current Federal Republic fi elded 
twelve divisions along its border with East Germany, with three more in ready 
reserve. Today the reunited nation can barely fi eld a pale shadow of that force.48 
Germany is therefore highly capable of contributing a great deal more to 
NATO’s collective defense than it currently does, and given its wealth and so-
phistication, its doing so would make an enormous difference. If Germany to-
day provided even a fraction of the capability that a smaller West Germany 
provided for alliance defense in 1988, the Russian fait accompli strategy would 
be seriously dented, if not denied. This would also allow smaller states to inte-
grate their forces into Germany’s within NATO; for instance, Danish, Dutch, 
Belgian, Italian, and even British and French contributions would benefi t from 
being able to interoperate with more signifi cant German forces.
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A more robust effort by Germany and other relevant European states would 
enable a sound strategic approach by the United States and its allies to simulta-
neous confl icts against China in Asia and Russia in Europe. In these circum-
stances, European and whatever US forces could reasonably be made available 
might be able to halt a Russian assault against Eastern NATO outright; but, if 
not, these forces could focus on blunting a Russian attack, forcing Moscow to 
mount a larger campaign to succeed and keeping the fi ght going suffi ciently to 
deny Moscow’s attempt at a fait accompli. Once the United States had defeated 
the Chinese attack on a US ally in the Western Pacifi c and achieved a level of 
assurance that it could free up forces from that confl ict, the United States could 
swing those forces to help defend the alliance and eject Russian forces from 
whatever ground they had gained.

This approach assumes that other European NATO allies will assume a con-
siderably greater role in Eastern member states’ defense. This is not a question 
of capacity; Europe is fully capable of assuming a much greater fraction of col-
lective defense for NATO. It is a matter of will. NATO Europe, which main-
tained a stout military during the Cold War, substantially demilitarized after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union because it faced no meaningful threat. Now, how-
ever, Russia poses a signifi cant threat to the alliance in the East, while the 
United States must focus on its essential role as the external cornerstone bal-
ancer on China and the Indo-Pacifi c.

But will they? Europeans—or at least some Europeans, including important 
ones like the Germans—should ultimately be willing to do so. Europe’s reduc-
tion in defense effort after the Cold War was logical. Increased defense spend-
ing in this period would not have materially increased Europeans’ security. The 
collapse of the USSR removed the main threat to NATO European security, and 
in its wake, the United States elected to sustain higher levels of defense spend-
ing and maintained an enormous military advantage over any plausible oppo-
nent, including Russia.

But conditions have changed. Russia has restored its ability to use military 
force against European NATO and has demonstrated its willingness to use its 
armed forces to take and hold territory and undermine neighboring states. 
China, meanwhile, is rapidly growing in military capability; dealing with it will 
by necessity absorb a greater share of US attention and resources.

In this context, Europeans have a choice. They can continue to spend little on 
defense, calculating that the Russians are not suffi ciently dangerous to justify 
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greater exertions or that NATO’s Eastern states can safely be lost without too 
much decrement to the security of the Alliance’s traditional core members. Or 
they might wager that the Americans are bluffi ng about greater burden-sharing, 
as they have in the past; a European decision not to do more might therefore be 
a calculated decision to free ride, based on the Europeans’ confi dence in Wash-
ington’s unwavering commitment to their security.

Regardless of the rationale, a decision to avoid increased defense effort by 
Europeans would carry substantial costs and risks. Most pointedly, the United 
States might very well not fi ll the gap in Eastern NATO left by any European 
unwillingness to strengthen their own defense efforts. Indeed, my argument in 
this book is that the United States should not plug these gaps. If China succeeds 
in its focused and sequential strategy in Asia, it can establish hegemony over 
the world’s most important region. If Russia succeeds in a fait accompli in East-
ern Europe, it will call NATO into question and open the East to Moscow’s pre-
dominance, but it will not be able to dominate the wealthiest parts of the 
continent.

Thus if compelled to face such a choice by European unwillingness to shoul-
der more of the defense burden, the United States must fi rst ensure an effective 
defense of its allies in the anti-hegemonic coalition against China. And to do so 
effectively it must not spend too much on defense, since this could impair its 
economic prospects, the foundation of its long-term strength and thus its secu-
rity. This puts a cap on how much the United States can allocate to European 
defense on top of its efforts in Asia. In such a situation, Washington might well 
then pursue the same tack the Europeans themselves had previously taken, as-
suming that in such a circumstance Germany would rearm to defend itself 
against a more powerful and emboldened Russia, which would deny Russia’s 
ability to move farther west.

This would, of course, be an awful outcome. It would imperil European sta-
bility and could reopen the continent to an aggressive, overt form of power pol-
itics it has not seen in decades. A better choice for Europeans would be to spend 
more on defense and spend it more effectively, developing forces that, along 
with US elements, can effectively deny a Russian fait accompli attempt against 
Eastern NATO. Much preliminary evidence suggests that Europe is moving 
slowly and fi tfully in this direction. Germany, however, remains the major out-
lier, and it should be the primary focus of US and Allied efforts to reconcile its 
obligations with its defense efforts.
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Eastern NATO can, then, be effectively defended at a reasonable cost by a 
combination of greater European investment and adapted efforts and posture 
within NATO. This means that there are insuffi cient grounds to risk the alli-
ance’s cohesion by expelling the Baltic states from NATO. Doing so would sig-
nal a serious weakness at the core of NATO and would be more costly than 
benefi cial.

At the same time, US strategy should focus on setting the conditions for a 
different relationship with Russia. The United States and the anti-hegemonic 
coalition would benefi t substantially if Russia does not become too closely 
aligned with China and would benefi t even more if Moscow inclined more to-
ward the coalition. Enabling such a shift in the US-Russia relationship is com-
patible with more effective defenses against Russian action in the West, so long 
as it is clear that the US and allied strategy is focused on fortifying NATO’s de-
fensive position in Europe. To that point, the military strategy laid out here 
emphasizes the defense of NATO territory through a limited war—not the de-
velopment or deployment of forces to invade Russia, forcibly change its gov-
ernment, decapitate its leadership, or disarm its strategic forces. By making 
clear both US restraint and the futility of trying to undermine NATO, this ap-
proach should reduce Moscow’s interest in focusing its attention and efforts 
westward and allow it to take a clearer view of the substantial threat to its au-
tonomy from China. This does not demand a full rapprochement or alignment 
of Moscow’s perspective with those of the United States and Europe; it requires 
only a shift in balance and approach. Even a Russia that adopted a more moder-
ate, less threatening position toward Europe while focusing more on checking 
Chinese power would be a signifi cant boon to the anti-hegemonic coalition 
in Asia.49

Ultimately, issues of simultaneity highlight the fundamental question of how 
much resources to dedicate to national defense. Strategies and strategic choices 
cost money; in Bernard Brodie’s phrase, they wear a dollar sign.50 More ambi-
tious strategies are generally more expensive. It is possible that the nation will 
agree to provide substantial additional resources for defense beyond the 3–4 
percent of GDP allocated in recent decades.51 Such an increase may be prudent 
if international circumstances materially worsen, particularly if China signifi -
cantly increases its spending on military forces.

The nation’s defense strategy should not, however, demand unusually 
high levels of spending on the military unless they are truly necessary. Even on 
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strategic grounds, outside of research and development, money spent on de-
fense is generally not invested as productively as it might be if invested in the 
civil economy; it is better for the nation’s long-term strength—including mili-
tary might—for spending to go elsewhere.52 Moreover, money used for defense 
is not consumed by the citizenry, and if the purpose of US strategy is to promote 
not only Americans’ security but their freedom and prosperity as well, Ameri-
cans should not be unduly inhibited from allocating as much of the fruit of their 
work as feasible to consumption, charity, social services, or other purposes.

This means that the US defense establishment should seek to prune as many 
noncritical missions and activities as possible before demanding signifi cant ad-
ditional resources. Signifi cant additional resources may be necessary to achieve 
the core necessary missions of the US armed forces, especially if China increases 
its own spending on the PLA. But the US government should fi rst ensure that the 
money already allocated to it is spent as effi ciently and rationally as possible. 
This means ceasing to buy or do things that do not clearly and effi ciently contrib-
ute to one of the critical missions of the US armed forces outlined earlier.

What If the Strategy Is Too Much to Bear?

This book focuses on how America and its allies and partners can prevent 
China from realizing its goal of regional hegemony. What if, however, the de-
mands of the approaches laid out here are too much for Americans to bear?

This could happen for several reasons.
Perhaps the most straightforward is that Americans may not be convinced 

that taking a leading role in denying another state hegemony over a distant re-
gion, however key, is worth the sacrifi ce and risk entailed. Such a development 
is more likely the stronger China is, since an effective defense of vulnerable al-
lies in the anti-hegemonic coalition would then be more diffi cult as well as 
more costly and risky for the United States. It is therefore critical that the United 
States and others in the anti-hegemonic coalition maintain their economic vital-
ity as much as possible in order to avoid such an outcome.

Americans are also more likely to turn away from this effort if other coalition 
members—especially allies, given the particular demands this strategy levies on 
America for their effective defense—do not pull their weight, whether through 
tending to their own defense, aiding others’, or both. This situation would also 
increase the demands on Americans, who might begin to ask themselves—not 
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unjustly—whether the effort is worth the costs and risks, if people in the region 
itself do not fear Chinese dominance enough to strive to counteract it. If the na-
tions Americans are preparing to defend at such great risk can survive Chinese 
hegemony over their region, this might be seen to lend strength to the argument 
that perhaps Americans can too. A reasonably equitable sharing of burdens 
among the coalition states—and especially US allies within it—is therefore es-
sential. Given Japan’s importance, position, and very low levels of defense 
spending, this issue is especially pointed for Tokyo. Its decisions on this matter 
are likely to have outsized implications for the entire anti-hegemonic coalition.

That said, America has a far greater interest in denying China’s regional hegem-
ony than in equity among alliance members. It is the divergence in gravity between 
these interests that makes efforts to promote equitable burden-sharing so diffi cult 
and yet so important.53 The less allies do, however, the more they will test not only 
the resilience of America’s commitment to denying China hegemony over Asia but 
its ability to do so. China will almost certainly be so powerful that even with a very 
high degree of American effort and focus, a much greater effort from states like Ja-
pan will be essential. Moreover, states do not always make the best decisions; las-
situde by other coalition members, especially allies, will tempt Americans to make 
an ill-advised decision to disengage from Asia or simply not commit enough to the 
effort, to the detriment of all who share this profound interest.

For the same reason, the United States must avoid becoming entangled in pe-
ripheral wars that sap American will and power, exhausting the US public and 
making the contest in the central theater of Asia even more direly competitive. 
Americans are more likely to decide that the benefi ts are not worth the costs and 
risks in such circumstances. Accordingly, it is crucial that the United States use 
its military instrument judiciously. Americans’ strength and resolve should be 
husbanded for the primary challenges, above all China in the Western Pacifi c, 
lest they fl ag or be weakened beyond what is necessary for success in the cen-
tral theater. Calls to use military force for anything but these primary challenges 
should thus receive a highly skeptical review and generally be resisted.

Friendly Nuclear Proliferation

If the American people do not want to make the effort needed for an 
effective defense of their allies, they have two options: they can accept 
Chinese regional hegemony or tolerate (or even encourage) some proliferation 
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of nuclear weapons to US allies and partners. I outlined the demerits of the fi rst 
earlier.

Some of the demerits of the second are well known. A world in which more 
states have nuclear weapons is probably a considerably more dangerous one. 
Although some prominent scholars have argued that general nuclear prolifera-
tion would produce a more stable world, this idea has had little purchase out-
side the academy.54 A world in which many states have nuclear weapons might 
contribute to deterrence among them, but it would also contain more, and more 
complex, relationships among nuclear weapons states, more opportunities for 
accident or error, and more drivers for cataclysm. Whereas general proliferation 
might promote some level of stability, then, it would come at an extraordinarily 
high level of risk.

And widespread proliferation might not prove as stabilizing as these scholars 
have suggested, because it might not be quite as potent a deterrent as its advo-
cates think. It is true that nuclear weapons introduce a fundamentally different 
level of caution for any prospective attacker, but they do not wholly suspend the 
rules of logic and reason. States that have nuclear weapons facing a nuclear-
armed opponent know that the surest way to invite the most devastating nuclear 
blow is to launch a nuclear attack. They have the most powerful reasons to 
avoid such an outcome, even when their territorial integrity is at stake. In other 
words, even a state at risk of invasion has the strongest incentives to avoid a nu-
clear reprisal; occupation or even conquest, especially if partial, may be prefer-
able to destruction. This is especially so when a small state faces a large one, 
such as China, that has a larger and more sophisticated arsenal and likely sig-
nifi cant missile defense capabilities.55 This dynamic is only more pronounced 
when what is at stake is the partial loss of territory or autonomy; nuclear war 
may be a tenable option when the alternative is total devastation or enslave-
ment, but less so when it means the loss of a few provinces or submission to 
hegemony.56 Nuclear weapons are not, therefore, a panacea. Their proliferation 
would complicate and hamper China’s ability to establish hegemony over the 
Indo-Pacifi c but would not necessarily defeat it.

That said, selective nuclear proliferation might, rather than supplant the anti-
hegemonic coalition’s defense, strengthen it, in particular by making the bind-
ing strategy more effective. This could be especially relevant if China were able 
to attain commanding conventional military superiority over the coalition or 
important parts of it. In such an eventuality, a binding strategy confi ned to con-
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ventional forces might not suffi ce, since China might be able to overcome even 
a consolidated coalition conventional defense and pick apart its members.

Coalition members might then turn to the United States to compensate for 
this conventional military inferiority with the threat of fi rst use of its nuclear 
forces. Because China would have immense ability to respond to US fi rst use 
with nuclear reprisals against the United States itself, however, Americans 
would have the most powerful reasons for restraint. China might reckon that it 
could induce US nuclear restraint while salami-slicing away Washington’s 
Asian allies and partners.

Selective nuclear proliferation to such states as Japan, South Korea, Aus-
tralia, and even Taiwan might help bridge the gap between regional conven-
tional defeat and US willingness to employ its nuclear forces, especially at 
scale. In this world, Chinese victory in a conventional war against the United 
States and its allies might transgress the interests of one of these nuclear-armed 
regional allies enough to prompt its nuclear use against China to defend its ter-
ritory. That would likely trigger a Chinese response, including against US forces 
fi ghting alongside those of the embattled ally, which in turn would be more 
likely to catalyze American nuclear use to prevent the full collapse of its allies’ 
position. Such a posture would likely make the anti-hegemonic coalition’s de-
terrent posture more formidable. Indeed, selective nuclear proliferation of this 
sort to the United Kingdom and France is judged by many to have contributed 
to NATO’s deterrent posture during the Cold War, when the Soviets enjoyed 
conventional superiority in Europe. This is, in fact, NATO’s offi cial stance.57

Nonetheless, the perils of proliferation make this option a last resort. Far 
preferable is an effective conventional defense backed by, but not primarily re-
liant on, the nuclear forces of the United States. That standard will be hard and 
costly to attain, and it will require sustained focus and discipline—but the alter-
natives are worse.
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THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT WAR: what it would look like and how to wage it to pre-
vail. Its unabashed aim is to give the United States and those who ally and part-
ner with it a strategy for doing just that.

But it is written in the hope of peace. War is a great evil. It visits death, de-
struction, and suffering on civilians old and young, as well as on people in the 
military ranks who no more deserve to die than anyone else.

Americans and those who league with them could try to avoid risking such 
evils by forfeiture of the just goods they rightly prize—their security, freedom, 
and prosperity. But giving up these great goods would be a greater wrong than 
trying to secure them. So Americans and those aligned with them are right to 
strive for the kind of peace that respects these just interests: a decent peace.

Yet a decent peace is a paradox. It is not a naturally generating phenomenon 
but a willed and created thing. Not all people or states are wholly pacifi c, nor 
do they all see things the same way. Some long only for peace, but others are 
fearful, jealous, ambitious, or domineering enough that they are prepared to 
fi ght to get their way. Wanting a good peace is not the same thing as achieving 
it.1 Hence the old saw that the best way to preserve peace is to prepare for war.

The depth of what that truism demands is often lost. It is one thing to prepare 
in some technical sense for war—to buy weapons or raise troops. But those 
weapons and troops must be readied and, if necessary, employed in ways that 
convince those fearful, ambitious, or domineering states that the game is not 
worth the candle and that they are better off accepting a tolerable peace than 
suffering defeat or intolerable loss. Such employment can only be the result of 
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reckoning with what a war would look like and deliberate, hard thought about 
how to fare well enough in it.

Peace, then, does not come from some unfocused readiness to be unpeaceful 
but only from a willingness to imagine and consider what a war would actually 
be like. Only from this basis can a way to act in such a war be charted out, a way 
that will show others contemplating violating a decent peace that it is not worth 
the cost and risk. Thus that decent peace we seek is the product of a reckoning 
with the unpeaceful. For the armed forces, this means a warlike temperament 
and professionalism, a willingness to train and act always as if they are on the 
brink of war to refi ne and show their readiness. For leaders and strategists, it is 
the willingness to think that war is always possible and something which they 
are prepared to embark on, combined with the moral imagination to contem-
plate the terrible in order to avoid it. Those who treasure a decent peace must 
act this way, because a refusal to countenance confl ict is as—indeed perhaps 
more—likely as bellicosity to lead to war.

As for the strategy I have laid out here, the proof of its ultimately peaceful 
intentions is this: it does not ask of anyone, including China, anything that they 
cannot nobly and with dignity give. This is a book about war, but it is about 
fi ghting a war to prevent China or anyone else from dominating a key region of 
the world. It is not anti-Chinese but is written with very high respect for China 
and long personal and familial experience with it. All it asks of China is that it 
leave aside any pretensions to hegemony over Asia. China could proudly live in 
a world in which this strategy had succeeded; it would be one of the greatest na-
tions of the world, and its preferences and views would command respect. It 
would not be able to dominate, but neither would the United States or anyone 
else be able to dominate it.

Success for this strategy would be a decent equilibrium for all. For the United 
States, the result would be an Asia with which it could trade and interact with-
out having to obtain a by your leave from Beijing—and with it, the likelihood 
of a secure, free, and prosperous future. For China, it would be a world in which 
it was honored and respected. For the peoples of the region, it would mean 
the autonomy and independence for which they have striven so mightily since 
freedom from colonial rule.

This might very well be a tense peace, but it would be peace all the same, 
and consistent with America’s security, freedom, and prosperity. In the 
world produced by the success of this strategy, it is entirely plausible that the 
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United States and China would never come to blows, despite the structural ten-
dencies pressing hard in that direction. But this good outcome would be the re-
sult of America’s preparedness to countenance sacrifi cing peace in order to 
preserve it.
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