
The 2016 presidential campaign, and its ultimate outcome, raised sharper 
questions about the fundamental nature and purpose of the United States’ 
grand strategy than at any time in a generation. In doing so, the campaign 
also served as a reminder of the critical role of assumptions in shaping US 
statecraft. In the grand-strategic context, assumptions are the ingrained, 
overarching ideas that US officials have about how the world works, and 
about America’s role within the global arena. Simply put, such assumptions 
represent the intellectual foundation upon which American statecraft rests. 
If the foundation is solid, then American strategy has a decent chance of 
success. If the foundation is shaky, American strategy is likely in for a world 
of trouble. 

Yet because assumptions are, by their very nature, often implicit rather 
than explicit, and because the most fundamental assumptions underlying 
American grand strategy do not frequently surface in the course of day-to-
day policy debates, these assumptions are rarely scrutinised or even made 
explicit to the degree they ought to be. This is dangerous. If assumptions are 
not identified and stress-tested, how will policymakers know, other than by 
pure intuition, when those assumptions are no longer valid and the concep-
tual foundation of strategy has begun to crack?
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Today, the need to critically examine the core assumptions of American 
grand strategy is becoming ever more pressing. Since the Cold War’s end, 
the United States has pursued a grand strategy centred on maintaining 
America’s global primacy, deepening and extending the liberal interna-
tional order, and heading off major threats to the generally happy state of the 
post-Cold War world. That grand strategy has rested upon a set of bedrock 
assumptions that have also stayed largely constant over time – assumptions 
about the nature and sustainability of American dominance, the direction 
in which the world is moving geopolitically and ideologically, the ways in 
which Washington can best prevent or address emerging threats, and so on. 
Assumptions about specific policy issues have evolved over time, of course, 
but the core intellectual premises of American strategy have not been exten-
sively revised for nearly a quarter-century. Collectively, those assumptions 
have added up to a broadly optimistic view of global affairs – a view that the 
United States enjoys essentially uncontested supremacy in most key aspects 
of international relations; that the dominant ideological, geopolitical and 
economic currents are running Washington’s way; and that, with properly 
vigilant and enlightened American policy, this comparatively benign situa-
tion need not be fundamentally disrupted by resurgent great-power conflict 
or other throwbacks to an earlier and less hopeful age.1

Yet today, roughly 25 years into the post-Cold War period, some of the 
essential assumptions of American grand strategy are either coming under 
real strain, or are increasingly likely to do so in the next 10–20 years.2 This is 
not to say that all of these core assumptions have been fully or even largely 
invalidated, because their residual strength does vary, and because their 
erosion has not yet, for the most part, reached a critical stage. Moreover, 
we should remember that critics have prematurely proclaimed the inevi-
table demise of America’s post-Cold War ‘unipolar moment’ before.3 Yet 
these disclaimers aside, there is little question that the validity of these core 
assumptions is more contested now than at any other time during the post-
Cold War era, and that this validity will only become more contested over 
the next decade or two if current trends hold. As this happens, look out: 
American officials will have to get used to operating in a world in which 
they can take less for granted, in which the international environment is 
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significantly more contested and challenging, and in which it will become 
steadily harder to sustain the grand strategy – and international order – that 
the country has pursued since the end of the Cold War.

The assumptions of US post-Cold War grand strategy
Since the end of the Cold War, the US has pursued an ambitious and fairly 
consistent grand strategy aimed at shaping the international system.4 The 
particulars of that approach have shifted from year to year, administra-
tion to administration, but from the early 1990s onward, many of the core 
goals and initiatives of American statecraft have remained largely the same. 
Every president since George H.W. Bush has committed the United States 
to maintaining American global primacy, and to deepening and expanding 
the liberal international order that took hold after the Second World War. 
Every president has likewise committed to proactively meeting any emerg-
ing or resurgent threat that might disrupt this favourable world order in the 
near term, while also hedging against deeper challenges that could threaten 
that order over the longer term. And notwithstanding important variations, 
every president has done all this via initiatives that have also been repli-
cated across administrations: by preserving America’s unequalled military 
capabilities; by maintaining and even extending US alliances and overseas 
military deployments as sources of stability and influence in key regions; by 
supporting the spread of democracy, free trade and globalisation; and by 
being willing to use tools including military force to address major threats 
to the international system and to US interests, ranging from aggressive 
regional powers such as Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in the early 1990s, to terror-
ist groups with global reach today.5 

One reason that American grand strategy has remained fairly stable 
during the post-Cold War period is that the core assumptions underlying 
it have also remained fairly stable. Assumptions, concisely defined, are 
the intellectual premises on which policy rests. They may be, for example, 
the core beliefs that policymakers hold about the nature and direction of 
the international system, their baseline views on a country’s particular 
role within that system, or their unstated theories about how some type of 
action will lead to some desired geopolitical result. Assumptions can be big 
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or small: they can deal with the most overarching questions of international 
order (for example, ‘states will remain the primary actors in international 
politics’), or with specific issues or regions (‘there is no viable alternative to 
a US partnership with Saudi Arabia’). They can be old, dating back genera-
tions or even centuries (‘America is an exceptional nation’), and they can be 
newer, relating to issues that have arisen more recently (‘a North Korean 
nuclear capability is a troubling but manageable problem’). 

And crucially, although assumptions may sometimes be stated explicitly, 
they more often remain in the background, creating the implicit intellectual 
guidelines within which policy debates occur. Indeed, precisely because 
assumptions are, by definition, things that are assumed, they are generally 
those ideas that are commonly accepted in policy circles without having to be 
explicitly or systematically proven. Assumptions are the received wisdom 
among the policymaking elite, not the controversial new theses that must be 
systematically substantiated before they can be accepted. 

The core assumptions that have undergirded recent American grand strategy 
have taken shape over varying lengths of time. Yet many emerged most fully in 
the wake of the Cold War. The collapse of the Soviet Union and America’s rise 
to unrivalled international primacy represent the most recent structural trans-
formation of the international system.6 It is therefore logical that the post-Cold 
War environment shaped many guiding assumptions of US policy.

To be clear, not all of the important assumptions underpinning American 
policy have remained stable across the post-Cold War era. The 9/11 attacks 
caused US policymakers to radically reformulate assumptions about the 
costs of action versus inaction in confronting terrorist groups and rogue 
regimes thought to possess weapons of mass destruction, for instance, while 
the unsatisfying course of the wars that followed led to a further reformula-
tion of these and other assumptions.7 Yet looking across the post-Cold War 
era, one can identify a set of assumptions that have been widely shared by 
US policymakers, and that have remained broadly constant during most or 
all of this period. One can also discern that a number of these core assump-
tions are now coming under greater strain. 

Accordingly, this article critically examines seven vital assumptions that 
are either becoming more contested today, or are likely to become so over the 
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next 10–20 years. For analytical purposes, these assumptions can be divided 
into two groups. The first group (assumptions 1 through 4) addresses the 
fundamental geopolitical structure of the post-Cold War world – the idea 
that the United States and its allies enjoy a massive and essentially unchal-
lenged preponderance of global power, and that this situation is unlikely 
to be disturbed by the emergence of a hostile great-power challenger or the 
resurgence of great-power war. The second group (assumptions 5 through 
7) addresses the more amorphous, but no less important, conviction that 
the United States is on the right side of history – that the deeper ideologi-
cal, economic and technological trends shaping the international system all 
favour America, and that those trends are likely to continue indefinitely.8 
The fact that both groups of assumptions are now becoming more contested 
indicates that the international system is changing in ways that will pose 
significant challenges for US strategy in years to come.

Assumption 1: The United States enjoys and will continue to enjoy uncontested 

military primacy, not just globally, but in all key strategic theatres

Perhaps the primary geopolitical effect of the Cold War’s end was to kill off the 
only country that was anything like a military peer to the United States. The 
subsequent years have thus been defined by unrivalled American military 
primacy. This primacy has been clearly evident at the global level, at which 
Washington has enjoyed uncontested leads in overall military might, crucial 
power-projection capabilities and the ability to control the global commons. It 
has also been evident in virtually every key strategic theatre around the globe, 
where the US could deploy combat power superior to anything a potential 
challenger could amass even within its own regional backyard.9 

For a quarter-century, this asymmetry has been a fundamental enabler of 
America’s post-Cold War strategy. It has underwritten the country’s over-
seas presence and security guarantees in key regions, numerous military 
interventions to confront challenges to America’s preferred concept of inter-
national order, and the general overbalance of power that has so greatly 
favoured Washington and its allies during this period. To be sure, every 
post-Cold War administration recognised that the United States might one 
day confront a new rival for military primacy, at least in key regions, and 



98  |  Hal Brands and Peter Feaver

yet every administration saw that prospect as a far-off challenge on the 
distant horizon. The idea that American military primacy should and will 
persist for the foreseeable future has thus been a fixture of virtually every 
post-Cold War strategy document.10 

So what is the state of US military primacy today? At the global level, 
the United States continues to possess impressive advantages in key power-
projection capabilities – from aircraft carriers and airborne warning and 
control systems to nuclear-powered submarines and fifth-generation tacti-
cal aircraft – that will not be equalled for decades.11 Yet the assumption of 
uncontested primacy is nonetheless coming in for greater challenge, particu-

larly as key regional balances have shifted against the 
United States. 

A two-decade military build-up in China, for 
instance, is rapidly changing the military balance in 
East Asia, threatening US access to the area within 
the first island chain (and perhaps eventually beyond 
it), and complicating America’s ability to intervene 
in contingencies involving Taiwan and perhaps other 
allies and partners. ‘Over the next five to 15 years, 
if US and PLA forces remain on roughly current 

trajectories, Asia will witness a progressively receding frontier of US 
dominance’, one RAND Corporation report concludes.12 In Eastern Europe, 
a major Russian military-modernisation programme has allowed Moscow 
to achieve local overmatch along NATO’s eastern frontier, and to contest 
the United States’ ability to intervene on behalf of its allies should conflict 
break out.13 Looking beyond Russia and China, the broader proliferation 
of precision-strike capabilities, integrated air-defence systems and other 
advanced capabilities are threatening, or at least decreasing, US superiority. 
Add in the fact that Washington is now facing a larger number of significant 
regional challenges than at any other time in decades – in the Middle East, 
Eastern Europe and East Asia simultaneously – and the stresses on US 
military primacy in each of these areas come into even sharper relief. 

To understand how significantly the testing of American regional 
primacy might affect US strategy, consider just one aspect of that phenome-

Russia’s military 
modernisation 
has allowed it 
to achieve local 
overmatch



Stress-Testing American Grand Strategy   |  99   

non: the waning of American air supremacy in key theatres. Air supremacy, 
defined as ‘that degree of air superiority wherein the opposing force is 
incapable of effective interference within the operational area using air and 
missile threats’, is the highest level of advantage recognised by Air Force 
doctrine.14 Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has enjoyed vir-
tually unchallenged air supremacy in every shooting conflict in which it has 
been engaged. In other words, US ground forces have never faced a serious 
threat from the air in any military operation they have conducted for the 
past 25 years. Yet that supremacy is now being severely challenged. In East 
Asia, and particularly near China’s coastline, the combination of adverse 
geography and vastly improved Chinese air-defence and air-superiority 
capabilities is confronting American planners with the prospect of a much 
more contested aerial environment. In Eastern Europe and the Baltics, the 
tyranny of distance and Russia’s modernisation of its own air-defence and 
air-superiority capabilities is creating similar problems.15 

This means that, in some of the most likely contingencies in these regions 
(a NATO-led defence of the Baltic allies, or an American-led defence of 
Taiwan), American strategists would have to contemplate deploying 
ground and naval forces in settings where they could come under sustained 
air attack. Indeed, although the loss of air supremacy does not necessar-
ily mean that enemy forces would enjoy a decisive battlefield advantage, it 
does mean that the costs of conflict for US forces would quite likely increase, 
significantly and perhaps even dramatically. No one in the US armed forces 
has combat experience in such an exceedingly demanding environment. 
No living American political leader has had to make a use-of-force deci-
sion involving that cruel calculus. As it is, serious strategists consider the 
human toll of the Iraq War, which lasted eight years, to be devastating. Will 
American officials be willing to countenance combat operations when a 
butcher’s bill of comparable magnitude could come due in mere days? 

By complicating US decisions about how and where to use force, the strain-
ing of American primacy over the next 10–20 years will also have broader 
strategic ramifications. This trend will certainly make it harder for the United 
States to uphold its alliance commitments in Europe and Asia than at any 
time in the post-Cold War era. It may thereby unnerve US allies that have long 
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depended on American protection, while tempting adversaries and rivals to 
pursue revisionist aims.16 More broadly, because military power unavoid-
ably casts a shadow over diplomacy and other international interactions, this 
trend could well mean that Washington and its allies will find it more difficult 
to get their way on important issues of regional or international order. The 
challenging of American military primacy, then, could introduce far greater 
uncertainties into the post-Cold War international system.

Assumption 2: US allies are the richest, most capable countries in the world

America’s post-Cold War supremacy has not derived solely from its own 
strengths, but also from those of its core allies in Europe and Asia. In 1994, 
those allies commanded roughly 47% of global GDP and 36% of global 
defence spending, in addition to America’s own 24% and 38%, respectively. 
And after the United States, America’s closest allies – France, Germany, 
Japan and the United Kingdom – rounded out the top five in both of these 
categories.17 Add in the fact that Russian power was in free fall during the 
early 1990s, and that other US competitors (or potential competitors) pos-
sessed mere fractions of global wealth and power, and this situation created 
great benefits for US policy. 

It meant, for instance, that most key allies were less dependent on 
American protection than they had been during the Cold War, and that 
they were now security exporters that could contribute significantly to the 
out-of-area military interventions that figured prominently in US strategy. 
More broadly, it meant that the danger of serious counter-hegemonic bal-
ancing against the United States was assessed to be extremely low, and that 
Washington could generally (although not always) count on having the 
most powerful second-tier countries on its side on crucial issues of interna-
tional order, from deterring aggression and preserving stability in key areas, 
to promoting democracy and human rights.18 These advantages – and the 
core assumption of allied strength and vitality underlying them – have long 
played a key role in augmenting US superiority, and in enabling America’s 
assertive approach to the post-Cold War world. 

Since the early 1990s, however, a great deal has changed. Although a few 
US allies have increased their relative global wealth and power, the broader 



Stress-Testing American Grand Strategy   |  101   

trend has been one of decline. The aggregate share of global GDP possessed 
by core US allies in Asia and Europe had fallen to 39% by 2014; the aggregate 
share of global defence spending had fallen to 26%. During this period, many 
US allies, particularly in Europe, slashed defence outlays as a percentage of 
GDP and shed large portions of their air, naval and ground forces.19 This 
trend was somewhat masked by the vast increase in US defence spending 
after 9/11, which kept the aggregate ‘United States plus allies’ total very high, 
but which also left an increasingly imbalanced load on America’s shoulders. 

Meanwhile, the combination of rapid economic growth and double-digit 
annual percentage increases in defence spending has carried China rapidly 
up the global power rankings, giving it 11.4% of global GDP and 11.2% of 
global military spending in 2014, shares far larger than those of any single 
US ally. And while Russia remains an economic basket case, its own mili-
tary modernisation, combined with European military decline, has allowed 
Moscow to reassert local primacy along NATO’s eastern flank. With sig-
nificant long-term demographic and economic problems on all sides, the 
long-term trajectory of America’s allies and rivals alike remains uncertain. 
To date, moreover, US allies’ loss of relative military power far outstrips 
any loss of relative economic power. Nevertheless, the assumption that 
America’s allies are the most powerful, capable and dynamic countries in 
the world after the United States has become far more tenuous. 

How might the relative decline of America’s friends affect American 
strategy? Broadly speaking, it means that the advantages Washington has 
enjoyed by dint of having such powerful allies are waning, as the liabilities 
of its alliance relationships become more pronounced. As evidenced by the 
Libyan war of 2011 and the campaign against the Islamic State (also known 
as ISIS or ISIL) today, US allies have already become less capable of contrib-
uting meaningfully to out-of-area interventions than they were at the outset 
of the post-Cold War era, even as the Middle Eastern instability that has 
traditionally called forth such interventions is more pronounced than ever.20 
Moreover, as US allies’ power declines relative to their chief competitors, 
those allies are becoming more dependent on the Pentagon to protect them 
at a time when American military power is also under strain. ‘Europe’s deci-
sion to abdicate on defense spending’, one US official remarked in 2013, 
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‘increasingly means it can’t take care of itself.’21 Not least, the relative decline 
of countries that share the US vision of a liberal international order can only 
weaken the foundation of that order at a time when illiberal powers such 
as Russia and China are starting to challenge it more assertively than at any 
time since the end of the Cold War. 

Of course, complaints about the United States shouldering allied dead-
weight are as old as America’s alliances themselves. And, to be clear, 
America’s allies still add tremendously to US power, and provide pro-
nounced geopolitical advantages over any challenger. But the relative power 
and dynamism of those allies, and thus the degree of American advantage, 
has been fading, and burden-sharing arrangements have become more 
skewed over time. This situation will only complicate the prospects of 
American statecraft at a time when America’s own primacy is increasingly 
being contested.

Assumption 3: A richer and more globally integrated China will also be a freer and 

more peaceful China

A third assumption involves the possibility of a great-power challenge 
to the post-Cold War order. Since the mid-1990s, American officials have 
understood that an increasingly powerful China could eventually challenge 
US interests and dominance in East Asia, and perhaps globally as well. But 
a fundamental assumption has been that Washington can avert this danger 
by promoting constructive change in Chinese politics and policy. In particu-
lar, American officials have wagered that, as China becomes richer, it will 
also become more democratic, because an increasingly prosperous popu-
lation will demand a greater say in how it is governed. US officials have 
equally wagered that, as China becomes more integrated into the global 
economy and other global interactions, it will also become more peaceful, 
because it will have less incentive to upset a system in which it plays such 
a significant and rewarding role. The dominant viewpoint, writes Aaron 
Friedberg, has been that, via intensive integration and engagement, ‘the 
Beijing regime would come to see itself as having a substantial stake in sup-
porting the prevailing order and a strong need to avoid actions that might 
lead to its disruption’.22 
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For roughly two decades, this assumption has pushed US policymakers 
to consistently emphasise the need to engage Beijing both economically and 
diplomatically, and to lay aside concerns that doing so might simply end up 
‘creating a monster’.23 During this period, the US has done more than any 
other country to facilitate China’s astounding rise, by opening US markets 
to Chinese goods, paving China’s way into international institutions such as 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), involving China in myriad high-level 
diplomatic efforts and other measures.24 As they have done so, US leaders 
have sought to balance this engagement with other efforts that would serve 
as a hedge if China’s rise proved destabilising: deepening long-standing 
treaty relationships, developing new strategic partnerships with non-
allied Asian powers and maintaining defence-modernisation programmes 
designed to meet future threats. Nevertheless, the balance between engage-
ment and hedging has been tilted markedly in the direction of engaging 
China and cultivating it as a ‘responsible stakeholder’.

But what if this great geopolitical wager does not pay off? China has 
indeed become far more prosperous: its GDP rose from $359 billion in 1990 
to $10.35 trillion in 2014, and its per capita GDP skyrocketed from $316 to 
$7,587.25 Yet politically, China has not become more liberal, and it may even 
be turning more repressive, particularly in recent years. Since the Tiananmen 
Square massacre in 1989, the Communist Party has rejected any opening 
toward a more competitive, pluralistic system; it has assiduously repressed 
civil society and human-rights activists; and it has so strictly censored infor-
mation flows that in 2015 China was ranked last in the world in terms of 
internet freedom.26 Meanwhile, the current government of Xi Jinping has 
ruthlessly centralised power to a degree not seen in decades. The widely 
used Polity IV dataset still lists China as one of the world’s most repres-
sive countries, with no positive change for nearly four decades.27 Freedom 
House has labelled China ‘a role model’ for political repression.28 

Nor does China seem to be becoming more peaceful, in the sense of 
becoming more reconciled to the existing order. China specialists dispute 
just how assertively China is now behaving, the extent of its geopolitical 
ambitions, and whether its behaviour is driven by offensive or defensive 
motives.29 But the past several years have witnessed a pattern of increas-
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ingly disruptive Chinese behaviour, manifested in expansive maritime 
claims with little basis in international law; efforts to control and militarise 
disputed features in the South China Sea; the use of economic, military and 
paramilitary coercion against countries from Japan to Indonesia; and persis-
tent efforts to undermine US alliances in East Asia. Moreover, for more than 
two decades, China has been undertaking a massive military build-up that 
seems to indicate dissatisfaction with the existing state of affairs in Asia, and 
a corresponding determination to develop the capabilities that might allow 
it to revise the status quo in its favour.30 

Such behaviour may simply be what one should expect from a proud 
civilisation whose power has been growing rapidly. But since US policy has 
been premised on the idea that a richer China will be a tamer and more 
liberal China, this assumption would seem to be coming under real strain. 
If current trends continue, the resulting challenges could be profound. 
America’s post-Cold War grand strategy has always identified the emer-
gence of a hostile peer competitor as the principal long-term threat to be 
forestalled; China’s recent trajectory raises the prospect that this eventual-
ity may be materialising sooner than expected. At the very least, then, US 
strategists may soon have to confront sharper trade-offs between engage-
ment with China and efforts to preserve American primacy and the US-led 
international order. Over time, the United States might find that, rather than 
facing a China that has become more democratic and more reconciled to the 
global status quo, it faces an authoritarian, revisionist China that American 
policy has done much to empower. 

Assumption 4: Great-power war is obsolete

The shifting geopolitical balance, and the rise of an authoritarian and 
increasingly assertive China, bear on a fourth key assumption having to do 
with the prospect of great-power war. During the Cold War, the world lived 
in fear of a great-power conflict that could escalate to a nuclear cataclysm. 
Yet after the Cold War, it became increasingly common to think that great-
power wars, and particularly the danger of a great-power nuclear war, were 
things of the past. George W. Bush gave expression to this belief in 2002: 
at no time since the ‘rise of the nation state in the seventeenth century’, he 
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said, had there been such bright prospects ‘to build a world where the great 
powers compete in peace instead of prepare for war’.31

This assumption that the world was turning the page on the great-power 
conflicts that had marked the twentieth century – and much of human 
history – was based on several sub-premises. In part, it was based on the 
idea that supranational institutions such as the European Union (EU) were 
reducing historical great-power rivalries, while leaps in economic interde-
pendence were simultaneously making great-power war less profitable. In 
part, it was based on the fact that the United States and its powerful allies 
now formed a ‘security community’ in which war was almost unthinkable.32 
In part, it was based on the decline of rival ideologies, particularly commu-
nism, that had previously spurred international conflict. And in part, it was 
a reflection of America’s sheer military dominance, which made it difficult 
to imagine any other major power seriously challenging the international 
order that Washington supported. ‘America has, and intends to keep, mili-
tary strengths beyond challenge’, Bush declared in 2002, ‘thereby making 
the destabilizing arms races of other eras pointless, and limiting rivalries to 
trade and other pursuits of peace.’33

This assumption is now being tested, however, as the spectre of great-
power war revives. Russia and China – two key powers that were never 
fully reconciled to the post-Cold War order – are now pushing back against 
that order more assertively than ever before. Russian President Vladimir 
Putin has used force to halt the feared spread of Western influence and 
institutions into the former Soviet space. He has also used Russia’s revived 
military power to intimidate US allies in the Baltics and Eastern Europe, and 
to harass US and NATO forces in international waters and airspace. China, 
as noted previously, is likewise using military and paramilitary forces to 
coerce US allies, to adjust maritime boundaries by force and to exert pres-
sure on neighbours from Japan to Vietnam. 

Both Moscow and Beijing, moreover, are developing warfighting 
capabilities and strategies designed to deny Washington access to their ‘near-
abroads’, and to prevail in a limited military conflict with the United States 
and its allies. As one US Navy official has noted, Chinese forces have been 
training for a ‘short sharp war’ with Japan – and presumably, by extension, 
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with America as well.34 For its part, Moscow has regularly staged major mil-
itary exercises along NATO’s eastern flank, and has re-emphasised nuclear 
weapons in its rhetoric and planning.35 In other words, neither Russia nor 
China is acting – or talking – like it believes that great-power war is obsolete. 
And neither, for that matter, is the United States, as the Pentagon invests in 
a Third Offset Strategy meant to re-establish American military dominance 
vis-à-vis great-power rivals.36 

At present, few analysts believe that either Russia or China wants a war 
with Washington, and there are still powerful brakes on the possibility of 
great-power conflict. But it is clear that America once again has great-power 
rivals, that those rivals are increasingly willing to assert themselves even at 
risk of heightened geopolitical tensions, and that the risk of great-power con-
flict has therefore risen to a level higher than at any time since 1989. As the 
US National Military Strategy warned in 2015, ‘Today, the probability of US 
involvement in interstate war with a major power is assessed to be low but 
growing.’37 If great-power geopolitical competition continues to intensify in 
the coming 10–20 years – as most commentators expect it will – American 
assumptions about the obsolescence of major-power war, and the striking 
great-power peace that has characterised the post-Cold War era, will only be 
further challenged. We may find that the seeming respite from history that 
accompanied the end of the Cold War is finally coming to an end; the world, 
and the United States, may find itself heading ‘back to the future’ of interna-
tional affairs, as John Mearsheimer predicted a quarter-century ago.38

Assumption 5: The advance of democracy is unstoppable and irreversible

Might the world be trending against the United States more generally? 
Although post-Cold War American strategists have found plenty of dangers 
to worry about in the short run, and plenty of more distant threats to hedge 
against in the long run, these concerns were always counter-balanced by the 
conviction that the world’s deeper ideological, economic and technological 
trends favoured the United States. Indeed, there has been a certain whig-
gishness to post-Cold War grand strategy – a tendency to believe that the 
things that were good for America had also been proven to be good for the 
world, and that, despite the temporary disruptions of malevolent forces, we 
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should expect those things to continue their advance. Yet that conviction is 
today being challenged on multiple fronts. 

This can be seen, firstly, in the return to a more competitive ideologi-
cal environment. When the Cold War ended, democracy was on a historic 
winning streak that saw the number of electoral democracies increase from 
39 to 76 between 1974 and 1990, and eventually to 120 by the year 2000.39 
A guiding assumption of post-Cold War US grand strategy has been that 
this trend is unstoppable and irreversible – that with the support of the US 
and its liberal friends, the world will continue to move in a more demo-
cratic direction, and that this progression will also make the international 
environment more peaceful, prosperous, stable and congenial to US inter-
ests and ideals alike. This concept was expressed most forthrightly in the 
2002 National Security Strategy, which proclaimed that the combination of 
‘freedom, democracy, and free enterprise’ now represented the ‘single sus-
tainable model for national success’.40 Throughout the post-Cold War era, 
this assumption has guided concrete policies, from the bipartisan, multi-
administration commitment to promoting democracy and human rights 
overseas, to the broader US commitment to extending and deepening the 
liberal international order.41 

Today, however, democracy’s future has become cloudier. Over the past 
10–15 years, authoritarian regimes have become more subtle and skilful at 
repressing dissent, and more tenacious in clinging to power.42 In countries 
such as Venezuela and Turkey, illiberal leaders have taken power through 
democratic means and then set about dismantling the checks and balances 
that previously constrained them. Meanwhile, illiberal great powers such as 
Russia and China have been pushing back against the spread of democracy in 
their own geopolitical neighbourhoods, opposing anti-authoritarian regime 
change overseas (in Syria, for instance), and touting the benefits of their own 
centralised models. Even in the West, democracy’s prospects now seem less 
certain. The rise of illiberal right-wing governments in Hungary and now 
Poland has created pockets of quasi-authoritarianism within NATO and the 
EU; Hungary’s Viktor Orbán has proudly and openly proclaimed the weak-
ness of liberal society and the rise of the ‘illiberal state’.43 Meanwhile, the 
2008 financial crisis raised questions about whether democratic systems can 
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deliver the economic goods as well as their authoritarian counterparts, and 
America itself has experienced levels of political gridlock and polarisation 
– as well as the rise of quasi-authoritarian sentiment in some quarters – that 
hardly speak well for the form of government it champions.

Nor is the stalling of democracy’s advance merely an anecdotal phenom-
enon: the trend is evident in statistical measures of democracy’s breadth and 
strength. The number of democracies in the world has roughly plateaued 
since around 2006, hovering between 114 and 119, while the rate of ‘demo-
cratic breakdowns’ has increased. And within a number of countries, the 
past decade has seen some degree of erosion in terms of political freedom, 

human rights and the rule of law. As one expert notes, 
Freedom House statistics show ‘that in each of the eight 
consecutive years from 2006 through 2013 more coun-
tries declined in freedom than improved’.44 At the very 
least, the world is experiencing democratic stagnation; 
a modest democratic recession may even be under way. 

If assumptions about democracy’s continued advance 
were to be further undermined in the coming 10–20 years, 
this phenomenon would complicate American strat-

egy in meaningful ways. For example, it would confront US policymakers 
with the challenge of dealing with political illiberalism within America’s 
core alliances, in a way that would force starker trade-offs between security 
and ideological issues than Washington has generally had to face in recent 
decades. A less liberal world might also be a world in which it is more diffi-
cult to rally opposition against authoritarian rivals – just look at how Vladimir 
Putin has reportedly sought to weaken NATO and the EU by supporting 
illiberal European politicians.45 More broadly, this scenario would presum-
ably heighten the difficulties and costs of promoting democracy and human 
rights overseas, and thus force American policymakers to reassess how much 
emphasis to place on these efforts. Finally, though no less significantly, the 
stalling or even moderately significant reversal of democracy’s progress 
could undermine one of the fundamental enthusiasms underlying post-Cold 
War statecraft – the idea that history is moving inexorably in America’s direc-
tion – and cast the country into an uncertain and adverse ideological climate. 

The rate of 
democratic 
breakdowns 
has increased
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Assumption 6: Globalisation is inexorable

Ominous developments in international politics are matched by trou-
bling economic trends that seem to put at risk a sixth key assumption: 
that the advance of globalisation is inexorable, beneficial for humanity 
and beneficial for the United States, because it will ultimately lead to a 
more peaceful, prosperous and democratic world. This assumption firmly 
took root in the 1990s, when the end of the Cold War tore down geopolit-
ical barriers to economic integration, just as technological advances were 
themselves enabling the integration of global finance and economics as 
never before. Since that time, US officials have acknowledged the disloca-
tions that globalisation can bring, but they have nonetheless argued that 
its progression is inevitable and ultimately beneficial. ‘Efforts to resist 
the powerful technological and economic forces behind globalization … 
are misguided and, in the long run, futile’, Clinton administration offi-
cials first argued in the 1990s.46 Subsequently, this belief has structured 
virtually all aspects of US foreign economic policy, from the creation of 
international economic institutions such as the WTO, to the promotion of 
free-trade and investment agreements meant to impel economic integra-
tion forward. 

Most US officials would still aver that globalisation is a good thing, 
even as they would acknowledge all of the familiar ways that it also invites 
instability and insecurity. Less certain is whether that advance is really as 
inexorable as previously thought. From a historical perspective, the progres-
sion of globalisation has been neither linear nor uninterrupted – dramatic 
advances in one era have often been followed by stagnation or even abrupt 
reversals in subsequent periods.47 It is therefore reasonable, at least, to con-
sider the numerous indications that the current wave of globalisation may 
not actually be unstoppable. 

Consider five specific issues. Firstly, although a truly epic economic 
disaster was ultimately averted in 2007–08, the global financial crisis did 
indicate that the international financial and economic system is perhaps 
more vulnerable than previously thought to the sort of systemic crisis that 
has disrupted globalisation before.48 Secondly, the recent British vote to leave 
the EU, along with that institution’s decade-long struggle to foster renewed 
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economic growth, has shown that institutions commonly associated with 
globalisation may be more fragile than previously believed. Thirdly, in the 
US and throughout the West, political processes are revealing greater disil-
lusion not just with economic integration per se, but also with the broader 
climate of national and societal openness that comes with globalisation.49 
The election of Donald Trump – following a campaign in which both major 
parties evinced strong scepticism of economic openness – is simply the most 
dramatic recent manifestation of this trend.

Fourthly, the return of serious great-power frictions – between NATO 
and Russia in Europe, and between the United States and its allies and China 
in East Asia – has revived the possibility that geopolitics might once again 
thwart globalisation, or simply cause leading powers to take a more zero-
sum approach to foreign economic policy. If US–China tensions continue to 
rise, for instance, how long will the pursuit of unfettered economic integra-
tion between the two countries seem a wise policy? For that matter, what 
would a Sino-Japanese war over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands do to regional 
integration in Asia? Finally, some have argued that the internal engine of 
globalisation – the revolution in global supply-chain manufacturing and the 
distributed production of the information age – may itself be slowing, and 
could even reverse.50 One can, perhaps, envision a retreat from ‘off-shoring’ 
back to ‘on-shoring’ as 3-D printing and robotics make manufacturing even 
in high-wage societies profitable.51 

Admittedly, challenges to and changes in globalisation are still com-
paratively nascent, and the emphasis of government policy in the United 
States and other key nations remains on initiatives (such as the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, or TPP) that are designed to drive globalisation forward. But 
it is nonetheless becoming easier to see how this progress might be chal-
lenged, or even potentially reversed, over the next 10–20 years, and to 
identify plausible scenarios – economic, political or geopolitical – that could 
fundamentally challenge this assumption. Were this to occur, it would sig-
nificantly complicate a US foreign economic policy that has made promoting 
globalisation its overarching raison d’être in the post-Cold War era, while 
also significantly distorting the broader American conception of where the 
world is headed.52 
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Assumption 7: Technological innovation will lead to greater human flourishing and 

freedom, and will disproportionately favour the United States 

A final source of long-term American confidence has been the belief that the 
benefits of technological innovation trump its dangers, both for humanity as 
a whole and for the US in particular. This idea has been a recurring theme 
in American strategy for generations, and has been particularly pronounced 
since the end of the Cold War. In the economic realm, this assumption was 
informed by the way that technological advances helped transform the 
global economy from the 1970s onward, simultaneously uplifting vast 
numbers of individuals around the globe and strengthening America’s own 
economic power. In the realm of ideas, this assumption was fostered by the 
role of technological innovation in empowering people vis-à-vis states, and 
thereby contributing to the remarkable democratic wave from the mid-1970s 
to the early 2000s. In the security realm, this assumption was promoted by 
the way in which the United States harnessed information-age technologies 
to leap ahead of the Soviets during the 1980s, and to establish an astound-
ing post-Cold War primacy. Throughout the post-Cold War era, the view 
that technological change has been basically good for the flourishing and 
freedom of people around the world – and that the United States is best 
placed to exploit and adapt to such change – has thus been central to the 
country’s strategic outlook, and it has been fundamental to the belief that 
America and its guiding principles will ultimately win the future.53 

It would be an enormous exaggeration to say that this optimism has been 
fully or even largely discredited in recent years. In many ways, a capac-
ity for technological innovation remains a key comparative advantage for 
the US, both economically and militarily.54 Technological innovation also 
continues to produce remarkable gains in human prosperity, and to create 
pathways for individuals to mobilise against dictatorial regimes, as demon-
strated by the use of social media in recent anti-authoritarian uprisings. Yet 
there are nonetheless important respects in which this assumption is being 
tested – in which the balance sheet on technological advance may be shifting 
in unfavourable ways. 

Technological advances are empowering individuals to challenge dicta-
tors, but they are also empowering dictators to monitor and repress citizens. 
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Internal-security services in Iran and other Middle Eastern countries have 
used activists’ Facebook profiles to map and disrupt protest networks, and 
they have used advances in information technology more broadly to better 
surveil groups that threaten their rule.55 For its part, China has emerged 
as a veritable case study in how autocrats can use technological change 
to fortify themselves in power. Communist Party officials have worked to 
seize the ‘commanding heights’ of the internet, by using the state’s tech-
nological prowess to monitor emerging sources of discontent, to censor 
threatening information or commentary, to spread propaganda and misin-
formation, and to harass and intimidate dissidents. State employees flood 
the information battlespace, churning out social-media posts that praise 
party rule and attack regime opponents. ‘Social media can allow autocrats 
to become stronger, more informed, and more adaptable’, argues analyst 
Simon Denyer. It is ‘a potential tool of subtle control and manipulation … 
that often works more effectively than brute-force suppression’.56 Experts 
continue to debate whether the forces of liberalism or illiberalism are more 
effectively harnessing technology, but it can no longer simply be assumed 
that the former will triumph. 

In the military sphere, too, it is increasingly unclear whether technologi-
cal innovation will increase or decrease America’s advantages. For all the 
discussion in the early post-Cold War era of a US-led ‘revolution in mili-
tary affairs’, technological change now seems to act more as an equaliser 
for American adversaries. Since the 1990s, for instance, China has been a 
‘fast follower’, using intensive resource investments (along with, report-
edly, healthy doses of industrial theft and espionage) to catch up rapidly 
in several key areas. The People’s Liberation Army has leapt forward by 
perhaps two generations in capabilities such as fighter aircraft, ballistic mis-
siles and other key components of the precision-strike complex; these and 
other aspects of Chinese modernisation ‘have come extraordinarily quickly 
by any reasonable historical standard’, as RAND corporation analysts put 
it.57 The Chinese build-up, in other words, is not simply a matter of numbers. 
Rather, Beijing is also cutting into America’s lead, and contesting its cus-
tomary advantages, by harnessing technological innovation to make some 
remarkable qualitative improvements. 
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Nor is this the only way in which the geopolitical results of innova-
tion seem more adverse than advantageous. The spread of anti-satellite 
and cyber-warfare capabilities to a number of rivals and malign actors is 
complicating American superiority in, and unimpeded access to, the space 
and cyberspace domains. Hostile non-state groups such as Hizbullah 
have increasingly gained access to weapons systems, from man-portable 
air-defence systems (MANPADS) to guided surface-to-surface rockets,  
that allow them to mimic certain capabilities of technologically advanced 
powers. Meanwhile, the proliferation of ‘lone-wolf’ and ‘wolf-pack’ terror-
ism demonstrates how extremist groups have harnessed the power of the 
internet to achieve radicalisation and mount attacks over great distances, in 
a way that US and European security services have so far found devilishly 
difficult to forestall.58 Across a variety of dimensions, then, technology is 
narrowing the power gap between the United States and its adversaries. 
Here as in the political realm, the darker side of technological advancement 
is increasingly coming into view, raising pointed questions about who will 
win the future after all. 

The will to adapt
Since the end of the Cold War, American grand strategy has been rooted 
in generally bullish assumptions about where the world is headed and the 
feasibility of sustaining America’s dominance. Now, however, the world 
is changing geopolitically, economically and ideologically, and central 
assumptions are being tested more strenuously than at any previous time in 
the post-Cold War era. There will be fewer favourable givens for the United 
States in the emerging international environment – America is entering an 
era in which global affairs will be more contested, more competitive and 
more uncertain.

This does not necessarily mean that America’s post-Cold War strategy is 
doomed, or that radical retrenchment will soon be required. Key assump-
tions of US globalism have been tested before – in the period after the 
Vietnam War, for instance – and American leaders proved capable of gradu-
ally making the adjustments needed to reinvigorate US strategy in light of 
global changes.59 Today, then, the fate of US strategy will depend in sub-
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stantial measure on whether Washington can do so again – whether it will 
make the investments necessary to shore up US military primacy against 
growing challenges; whether it will offset the decline of traditional allies by 
forging more diverse partnerships with a range of other key international 
actors; and whether it will invest the political capital needed to revitalise the 
free-trade/globalisation agenda amid domestic resistance. In other words, 
the country has options: it need not simply be a bystander to a shifting inter-
national environment. The key policy question is thus whether the US can 
mobilise its still pre-eminent resources and energies to effectively adapt to a 
world in which its core strategic assumptions are being tested. 

The answer to that question bears on a final core 
assumption – that decline is a choice that Americans 
can reject, because the US political system will ulti-
mately support the decisions and sacrifices needed 
to sustain an effective, primacist grand strategy. This 

assumption significantly predates the post-Cold War period. Throughout 
the post-war era, the United States has confronted doubts about the resil-
ience of its power, the validity and sustainability of its policies, and its ability 
to deal with new global challenges. This was the case following the first 
Soviet A-bomb test in the late 1940s, the launching of Sputnik in the 1950s, 
the traumas of Vietnam and the oil shocks in the 1970s, and in several other 
instances.60 In each case, the US political system ultimately proved capable of 
taking the steps necessary to once again put America on an upward trajectory 
– for instance, by undertaking the military build-up associated with NSC-68 
in the early 1950s, by rebuilding US military power after Vietnam, and by 
addressing budget deficits during the 1980s and early 1990s. And so for many 
political and policy elites, a bedrock intellectual assumption has been that, 
just as the US has overcome great challenges before, it can do so again. As 
former president Bill Clinton aptly put it in 2012: ‘Every single person that’s 
bet against America has lost money because we always come back.’61 

But what if this time is different? What if this assumption does not hold, 
because the American political system has become less capable of enabling 
good grand strategy? One hardly needs to be an alarmist to wonder whether 
this may be the case. 

What if this time 
is different?
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Consider the issue of whether the US can adequately resource its grand 
strategy. By historical standards, the percentage of GDP devoted to the 
overall national-security budget – the combined costs of defence, foreign 
diplomacy, foreign aid and intelligence – is fairly small. American defence 
spending, for instance, has never been higher than 4.7% of GDP since the 
mid-1990s, compared to more than 12% at the height of the Cold War.62 Yet 
in recent years, national-security spending has come under intense down-
ward pressure. The culprit is not declining national wealth, but rather 
historically high levels of political gridlock and polarisation.63 By most sta-
tistical measures, these forces are now at generational highs, and since 2011 
in particular, they have made it essentially impossible for the country to 
address issues of deficits and spending in a reasonable way. Instead, they 
led to a sequestration mechanism that has inflicted significant defence cuts, 
caused crippling budgetary inflexibility and uncertainty, and played havoc 
with US force structure, modernisation and readiness – all at a time when 
threats to American primacy are becoming more severe. Looking ahead, if 
the United States does not find a way of overcoming surging polarisation 
and addressing spending issues more strategically, then exploding entitle-
ment costs will consume ever-larger chunks of federal spending, crowding 
out defence and further corroding the military pillar of American strategy. 

Nor is this the only issue about which there is cause for concern. As noted, 
the American political system seems to be becoming more resistant to free trade 
and globalisation. During the 2016 presidential campaign, both major parties’ 
candidates opposed TPP, and anti-trade rhetoric loomed larger than at any 
time in at least a generation. The election ultimately brought to power a can-
didate who – in his campaign rhetoric, at least – had fundamentally critiqued 
key elements of American globalism, from US support for international institu-
tions to the maintenance of US alliances.  How Donald Trump actually governs 
remains to be seen, of course. Yet all of this is nonetheless enough to make one 
wonder whether America’s post-Cold War strategy is running out of steam. 

Of course, one should not overstate the degree to which this assumption 
has been invalidated. Public-opinion polling paints a somewhat brighter 
picture, with polls taken in 2015 and 2016 showing that public support for 
many key aspects of American internationalism remains (superficially, at 
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least) fairly strong.64 And it may be that the political system will, over the long 
run, continue to produce leaders and policies that will sustain US leadership. 

But given recent trends, it is hard not to worry that this most funda-
mental assumption of US grand strategy – that the country can effectively 
cope with the problems before it – may be becoming shakier as well. And if 
this assumption is further undermined over the next 10–20 years, it would 
significantly compound the effects of all the other global changes discussed 
here – and augur a bleak future for both American grand strategy and the 
post-Cold War order it supports.
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