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The end of the Cold War ushered in a unipolar world, cementing 
U.S. dominance over a generally liberal international order. Yet where 
once it seemed that U.S. foreign policy would be simpler and easier to 
manage as a result, the events of the past 15 years—the 9/11 attacks, 
the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, the Arab Spring, and Russia’s 
invasions of Georgia and Ukraine—strongly suggest otherwise. The 
world today is certainly safer for Americans than it was under the ex-
istential threat posed by the Soviet Union. But the world is undoubt-
edly more complex, as nonstate actors, shifting alliances, and diverse 
domestic political factors complicate U.S. foreign policy formation and 
implementation. A robust debate on America’s foreign policy choices is 
urgently needed.

Instead, policymakers and political candidates generally embrace 
the status quo. Bipartisan support exists for extensive alliance commit-
ments, frequent military intervention, and higher defense spending. 
Though this orthodoxy is unsurprising since many candidates receive 
advice from a limited number of sources, it is deeply concerning. De-
bates tend to focus on which specific actions the United States should 
take, only rarely asking whether the United States should be involved, 
militarily or otherwise, in various global crises.

Even President Barack Obama, elected in large part thanks to his re-
pudiation of the Bush administration’s conduct of foreign policy, has 
failed to alter the underlying bipartisan consensus that America re-
mains the “indispensable nation” whose leadership is required in per-
petuity. It is easy to see why this idea persists: America’s invaluable 
and outsized role in protecting the liberal international order during 
the Cold War was followed by two decades of unipolar primacy, where 
Washington attempted to exert its influence nearly everywhere.

But, as President Obama has discovered, America’s “unipolar mo-
ment” is waning. As he told the Atlantic Monthly’s Jeffrey Goldberg 
in April 2016: “Almost every great world power has succumbed” 
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to overextension. “What I think is not smart is the idea that every time 
there is a problem, we send in our military to impose order. We just 
can’t do that.”

U.S. influence in the world remains preeminent, but with a rising 
China, a reassertive Russia, and emerging regional rivalries, it is no 
longer unchallenged. America’s foreign policy cannot simply rely on 
the business-as-usual policies that have sustained us in recent years. 
Instead, the country must look to alternative approaches to foreign 
policy, many of which are better suited to dealing with the complexities 
of the 21st century.

The United States is the richest, most secure, and most powerful 
country in the world; therefore, the range of possible choices avail-
able to American policymakers is extremely broad. That doesn’t mean, 
however, that we can avoid choosing, nor that those choices will be 
easy. America’s foreign policy decisions have an impact on our secu-
rity, today and in the future, as well as on other nations. In the long 
term, the lack of debate on foreign policy, by precluding serious con-
sideration of our options, will damage American interests. It will blind 
us to the changes taking place in the world today and will prevent us 
from capitalizing on new opportunities to advance U.S. security and 
prosperity.

This volume seeks to advance this much-needed debate over our 
country’s global choices, presenting solutions to a number of today’s 
top foreign policy concerns. These choices are broadly based on a grand 
strategy of restraint, which emphasizes that America’s global influence 
is strongest when spread by peaceful—rather than military—means. 
Americans are fortunate enough to enjoy substantial security; we 
rarely need to use our military might. Yet our current grand strategy—
known as primacy or liberal hegemony—demands a massive, forward- 
deployed military. That strategy tempts policymakers to use force even 
when U.S. vital interests are not directly threatened.

To conserve American power and security, a strategy of restraint fo-
cuses on avoiding distant conflicts that do not threaten American inter-
ests. Restraint argues that the U.S. military should be used rarely and 
only for clearly defined reasons.

Though restraint forms the basis for the chapters included here, our 
contributors focus on practical, realistic responses to today’s top chal-
lenges. This volume includes chapters focusing on regional threats, 
broader challenges to national security, as well as some thoughts on 
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how to implement the policy proposals presented here. In some policy 
areas—such as Syria or Afghanistan—authors advocate a continuation 
of current policies or relatively minor course corrections, whereas in 
others—for example, our relations with allies such as Taiwan, Japan, or 
even the countries in NATO—they suggest a more dramatic approach 
to U.S. foreign policy in the future.
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Figure 9.1
NATO COUNTRY DEFENSE SPENDING  

AS A PERCENTAGE OF GDP, ~}Z{
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Figure 9.2
NATO COUNTRY DEFENSE SPENDING ON EQUIPMENT, ~}Z{
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An Opportunity in the Caribbean
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This degradation will likely continue. The best approach may be to 
facilitate the group’s self-destruction through harassment and by help-
ing people flee its grasp rather than to rely too heavily on direct, and 
often excessive and therefore counterproductive, military measures.

ISIS has two avenues by which, it is commonly argued, it will be able 
to inflict damage within the United States. The first is that foreign mili-
tants who had gone to fight with ISIS would be trained and then sent 
back to do damage in their own countries. However, very little of that 
has occurred so far, and essentially none at all in the United States.

The reason is, in part, because foreign fighters tend to be killed early 
(they are common picks for suicide missions); often become disillu-
sioned, especially by infighting in the ranks; and receive little in the 
way of useful training for terrorist exercises back home. Moreover, ISIS 
videos exultantly show foreign fighters burning their passports to dem-
onstrate their terminal commitment to the cause—hardly a good idea if 
they want to return.

Although there has been a trendy concern about the way ISIS recruits 
using social media, the foolish willingness of would-be terrorists to spill 
their aspirations and their often childish fantasies on social media has 
been, on balance, much to the advantage of the law enforcement offi-
cials seeking to track them.

The second avenue involves the possibility that potential home-
grown terrorists will become inspired by ISIS’s propaganda or example. 
In a reactive pose that has become routine for it, the group has claimed 
responsibility for—or, more accurately, has boorishly celebrated—
such distant ventures. However, as terrorism specialist Max Abrahms 
notes, isolated homegrown offenders have carried out only a few of the 
world’s 1,900 most deadly terrorist attacks over the past four decades.

Indeed, as with earlier homegrown terrorists, almost all of those 
picked up in the United States who seem to have been inspired at least in 
part by ISIS not only have demonstrated a pathetic absence of capacity 
but also, in many cases, have suffered from mental illness. In addition, 
although ISIS could still provide inspiration to death cult sycophants 
in the United States and elsewhere, this is already clearly in decline as 
the group’s military progress in the Middle East, once so exhilarating to 
would-be jihadists, is stifled.

Since 9/11, fewer than 100 people in the United States—about six a 
year—have been killed by Islamist terrorists of all sorts, meaning that 
an American’s chance of perishing at their hands in a given year is 
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Do you think the United States should or
should not take the leading role among
all other countries in the world in trying
to solve international problems?

“If you had to choose, would you
describe yourself more as a hawk, that is
someone who believes that military force
should be used frequently to promote
U.S. policy; or as more of a dove, that is
someone who believes the U.S. should
rarely or never use military force?”

Figure 16.1
Foundations of Restraint

Source: CNN/ORC poll, September 11–14, 2014.

ing from political leaders and the news media about the world. More 
recent polling on the Islamic State, for example, illustrates that support 
for an aggressive response has risen considerably across all groups as 
concerns about the threat posed by ISIS have grown.

The Politics of Restraint Today
The shifting context of international security and domestic politics 
provides both opportunities and challenges to policymakers trying to 
chart a restrained path in foreign policy.

Today, two major factors work in favor of restraint. First, Americans 
remain extremely wary of major war in the Middle East. The 2014 sur-
vey by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, for example, revealed 
that over 70 percent of Americans are convinced that neither Iraq nor 
Afghanistan were worth the costs. That viewpoint establishes a high 
burden of proof for future intervention. Those seeking to repeat a troop-
intensive intervention in the Middle East not only will have to explain 
why the security risk justifies such an action but also must reassure the 
public that the next ISIS will not emerge in its aftermath.
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Figure 16.2
THE RESTRAINT MATRIX
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The Road Ahead: Priming the Restraint Constituency
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Figure 16.3
WHAT ISSUES JUSTIFY SENDING U.S. GROUND TROOPS?
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Figure 16.4
SUPPORT FOR COUNTERTERRORISM INTERVENTION
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Clear and Obtainable Military Objectives
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Use of Force as a Last Resort
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