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The Missile Defense Review: 
Insuff icient for Complex and 

Integrated Attack
The 2018 National Defense Strategy calls renewed strategic competition 

with major powers the central challenge of our time. The 2019 Missile 
Defense Review (MDR) represents the Trump administration’s attempt to 
adapt US missile defense policy, posture, and programs to this challenge. 
Upon the document’s public release in January 2019, President Trump 
stated that it marked “a new era” for missile defense. Unfortunately, actions 
within the review fall short of meeting both current and emerging threats, 
particularly with respect to layering and integration. Much remains to be 
done before that new era of missile defense can begin.1

Countering missile threats from major powers like Russia and China is 
no small undertaking. In the words of Acting Secretary of Defense Patrick 
Shanahan, “the scale a nd urgency of change required to renew our con-
ventional and missile defense overmatch must not be underestimated.”2 
Indeed, reorienting US missile defenses to contend with renewed great 
power competition is a comparatively greater task than that facing the 
field of nuclear deterrence.3 Although the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review 
differs from its predecessor in describing Russian and Chinese capabilities 
and intent, in the end it recommends only two modest supplements to the 
inherited program of record.4 The relative conservatism of such changes 
reflects that US nuclear forces have always been tailored not only to major 
powers like Russia and China but also to past policies as a hedge against 
geopolitical change.

By contrast, the United States has for a quarter century been pushing 
active defenses against longer missiles apart from any explicit connection 
to Russia and China. Despite a few caveats in the 2010 Ballistic Missile 
Defense Review and some programs to defend against antiship missiles, 
the focus across the Bush and Obama administrations was on limited bal-
listic missile threats from rogue states.5 Changing US policy, posture, and 
programs to counter missile threats from major powers will require more 
than a few modest supplements.

Although the MDR begins an important new conversation and indi-
cates the nature of what kinds of adaptation are required, the review and 
the 2020 defense budget submission lack the necessary scale and urgency 
of change to adequately contribute to deterrence and defense goals in rela-



tion to Russia and China. The MDR has considerable continuity with the 
past program of record when a greater degree of redirection is needed. 
Apart from a handful of incremental improvements to current missile de-
fense elements, more discussion of space- based assets, and some studies 
on countering hypersonic glide vehicles, the administration’s post- MDR 
program of record remains focused on ballistic missile threats.6 The MDR 
furthermore does not address significant portions of the 17-element tasking 
posed by Congress for a missile defeat review in the National Defense 
Authorization Act of 2017. Other shortcomings include insufficient at-
tention to survivability, integration, air defense layering, and mobility. As 
of now, the MDR and the administration’s subsequent budget proposals 
are ill- suited to the challenge of sophisticated aerial and missile attack 
from major powers and therefore misaligned with the current National 
Defense Strategy.

Beginning the Conversation

The MDR contains several salutary themes and concepts necessary to 
start a conversation about adapting missile defenses to great power com-
petition. These include the contributions of missile defense to broader 
deterrence and defense goals, offense- defense integration, the stabilizing 
character of defenses, the importance of the space domain, and the need 
for flexibility and adaptability. Perhaps the most foundational section of 
the MDR is that devoted to the diverse roles for missile defense. Active 
and passive defenses contribute to deterrence, assurance, diplomacy, pro-
tection in the event of deterrence failure, and freedom of maneuver for 
military operations. By creating options and raising the threshold of suc-
cessful attack, missile defenses contribute to stability.

This fulsome discussion of the roles for missile defense builds upon past 
observations in formal policy documents. The 2010 Ballistic Missile Defense 
Review, for instance, noted that “US missile defenses are critical to 
strengthening regional deterrence.”7 NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept 
made missile defense a core alliance mission, and its 2012 “Deterrence and 
Defence Posture Review” called for an “appropriate mix of nuclear, con-
ventional, and missile defence capabilities.”8 The 2019 MDR goes further, 
stating that “missile defense systems constitute a cornerstone of our efforts 
to deter a missile attack from a rogue state on the US and make a clear 
contribution to our alliances.”9 Elevating it to “cornerstone” status appears 
to be a deliberate contrast with past declarations that the ABM Treaty’s 
prohibitions were a “cornerstone of strategic stability.”10



The MDR also emphasizes the value of the space domain for the missile 
defense mission.11 The single most important recommendation of the 
MDR is its endorsement of a space- based sensor layer to provide birth- 
to- death tracking and discrimination of both ballistic missiles, which 
spend most of their time outside the atmosphere, and hypersonic glide 
vehicles, which can skim across it. The MDR also initiates a six- month 
study of space- based interceptors, backed up by some modest funding in 
the 2020 budget request.

Debating Strategic Stability

In terms of the relationship of missile defenses to the strategic nuclear 
forces of Russia and China, the MDR represents considerable continuity 
with the past. The current National Security Strategy states that “enhanced 
missile defense is not intended to undermine strategic stability or disrupt 
longstanding strategic relationships with Russia or China.”12 The MDR 
likewise specifies that “the United States relies on deterrence to protect 
against large and technically sophisticated Russian and Chinese inter-
continental ballistic missile threats to the US homeland.”13 At the same 
time, the MDR avoids explicit use of the phrase “strategic stability” and 
declines to disavow the utility that active defenses might have for strength-
ening strategic deterrence.

The collective conclusion of the National Security Strategy, the National 
Defense Strategy, and the MDR is that the United States will ambitiously 
pursue active and passive missile defenses, in conjunction with attack op-
erations, to counter regional missiles from any source, including Russia, 
China, North Korea, and Iran. Although the MDR does not use the 
phrase, one might call this an effort to defend against “nonstrategic” Russian 
and Chinese missiles, although if such missiles are nuclear- armed the line 
between strategic and nonstrategic would be difficult to draw.

Much public debate about the MDR thus far has been characterized by 
two competing narratives about the future attempt to counter strategic 
attack. One camp sees the MDR as not going far enough to alter the role 
of missile defense in relation to strategic nuclear attack, noting the ab-
sence of programmatic movement on space- based interceptors. Another 
camp interprets the MDR’s extended essay about the utility of space- based 
defenses as the harbinger of radical change, and thus expects the United 
States will do too much.14

Both sets of criticisms are distinct, however, from a simpler point about 
nonstrategic missile threats from Russia and China. Putting aside the de-
cision to rely on deterrence to counter Russian and Chinese ICBMs, the 



MDR falls short of its own terms by failing to pursue concrete actions to 
adequately contend with complex regional missile threats well below the 
strategic level. At least in principle, both the MDR and the other strategy 
documents seem to endorse a vision of robust theater missile defenses. But 
neither the MDR nor the president’s 2020 budget are adequate to this task.

Not Just about Ballistic Missiles Anymore

For two decades, the specter of rogue state ballistic missile threats has 
largely driven the missile defense policy conversation. That conversation 
now needs to change both in terms of the actors and the variety of threats. 
In the MDR’s preface, Acting Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan notes 
that “military superiority is not a birthright.” America’s onetime monopoly 
on precision strike capabilities has faded, and all aspects of military opera-
tions must adjust accordingly. American power projection is not uniquely 
challenged by ballistic missile attack, as one might have said in the 1990s. 
Nor is today’s threat best defined by reference to the appearance of, say, 
hypersonic glide vehicles, advanced cruise missiles, or any category of 
delivery systems, however novel. The defining characteristic of the current 
and emerging threat is instead from what is known as complex and inte-
grated attacks from across a broad spectrum of air and missile threats.

Missiles of various kinds play an outsized role in the current and emerg-
ing operational context, and in particular antiaccess and area- denial strate-
gies. At the MDR’s rollout event, Shanahan pointedly remarked that the 
United States faces a rather missile- rich environment. Missile threats, he 
said, are “growing disproportionately to other capabilities. Writ large, the 
rest of the world is not developing new fighter and bomber aircraft; they 
are developing missiles.”15 The 2019 review’s most visible change from the 
2010 Ballistic Missile Defense Review is the removal of “ballistic” from its 
title. The MDR catalogues numerous cruise missiles and hypersonic glide 
vehicle programs of Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran—both those 
fielded and in development—and also discusses adversary air and missile 
defense systems.

The mission of countering maneuvering glide vehicles requires new 
overhead sensors not merely for launch detection but also for continuous 
tracking. Due to the curvature of the earth, the tracking mission can only 
be done from above. Unfortunately, the budget submitted for fiscal year 
2020 allocates limited funding to a space sensor layer, calling into question 
whether the Trump administration plans to field it anytime in the foresee-
able future.16



A new missile age of sorts has begun to emerge, one characterized by an 
increased global supply and demand for a spectrum of increasingly capable 
air and missile delivery systems and the means to counter them.17 This 
spectrum includes guided rockets, artillery, and mortars; unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAV); a range of land attack and antiship ballistic and cruise 
missiles; increasingly maneuverable ballistic missile reentry vehicles; 
hypersonic glide vehicles; antisatellite weapons; and active air and missile 
defense interceptors. In short, this spectrum comprises all aspects of alti-
tude, speed, propulsion type, range, and mission.18 The challenge of dealing 
with this spectrum lies not with the diversity or the sophistication of any 
one of these categories, however, but with imaginative operational con-
cepts for their lethal combination.

Rather than being limited to any one category of air or missile type, 
complex and integrated attack is the use of any or all these various delivery 
systems and platforms simultaneously or in sequence, mixing and matching 
them to lethal effect. Aerial attacks from all directions would furthermore 
be coordinated with cyber operations, electronic warfare, and other forms 
of nonkinetic attack—some of which may even be managed from addi-
tional aerial or missile airframes. The MDR notes that potential adver-
saries are “integrating offensive missiles ever more thoroughly into their 
coercive threats, military exercises, and war planning.”19 Missiles are said 
to have a “prominent role” in China’s modernization plans and to be “a 
critical enabler of Russia’s coercive escalation strategy.”

Such operational integration has been on display for years. In the summer 
of 2017, US forces discovered a North Korean UAV that crashed into a 
tree. Aboard was a camera used to surveil the Terminal High Altitude 
Area Defense (THAAD) missile defense battery stationed in South Korea. 
If that UAV had instead carried an explosive device and flown into the 
face of the single radar on which the THAAD battery depends, the 
THAAD capability on the peninsula could have been effectively elimi-
nated. Iran has used unmanned platforms to provide battle damage assess-
ment and potentially relay targeting coordinates for ballistic missile 
strikes.20 Even nonstate actors like Yemen’s Houthi militants brag about 
using UAVs to target Patriot radars in the Yemen missile war.21 If North 
Korea and Iran can innovate and employ a combined arms approach for 
air and missile platforms, the capability of Russia and China to do so is 
likely much greater. Russia has used UAVs in Ukraine and Syria to pro-
vide time- sensitive targeting data for both artillery and missile strikes. 
Joint and combined US forces face a more complex and contested aerial 



threat environment than ever before. Adaptations to missile defense 
operations must presuppose nothing less.

Unmet Metrics of Sufficiency

The central metric of sufficiency for US integrated air and missile 
defense (IAMD) should be how well it relates to the threat of complex, 
integrated air and missile attack. With respect to countering regional mis-
sile threats from major powers, the MDR’s adaptation of US missile defenses 
falls short in terms of four criteria: survivability, integration, air defense 
layering, and mobility. These characteristics represent some basic standards 
against which to judge the sufficiency of missile defense efforts relative to 
the threat from major powers and therefore MDR’s alignment with the 
National Defense Strategy. Adaptation to better meet these criteria will be 
critical for missile defense to contribute meaningfully to US and allied 
defense goals.

Survivability

In the face of complex and integrated attack, today’s Ballistic Missile 
Defense System (BMDS) is all too susceptible to suppression. Survivability 
figures prominently in the Nuclear Posture Review, but it is almost absent 
from the MDR. A form of the word appears seven times in the MDR, of 
which three refer to missile defense elements: once regarding past im-
provements to the survivability of Patriot radars in the face of jamming 
and twice to describing the Aegis Combat System as survivable. These 
three references, however, are limited to past actions. Even while noting 
that North Korea is making its own missiles more survivable, the MDR 
does not make a single recommendation to improve the survivability of 
today’s active missile defenses. By contrast, the new Army vision for air 
and missile defense is quite blunt: “The most stressing threat is a complex, 
integrated attack incorporating multiple threat capabilities in a well- 
coordinated and synchronized attack. These attacks include off- axis ap-
proaches for [cruise missile] and lethal [unmanned aerial systems] to 
neutralize our defensive capabilities and attack our critical assets.”22

Had the MDR grappled more with the challenge to air superiority, it might 
have applied the National Defense Strategy’s recommendation for forces that 
“can deploy, survive, operate, maneuver, and regenerate in all domains while 
under attack” and the further recommendation of “transitioning from large, 
centralized, unhardened infrastructure to smaller, dispersed, resilient, adaptive 
basing.”23 Although not specified in the MDR, the Pentagon’s reported 



focus on a proliferated low earth orbit (pLEO) architecture for the space 
sensor layer represents one important effort to achieve resilience—
complicating an adversary’s targeting problem through numbers and 
redundancy.24 The MDR would have done well to consider how other 
active missile defense elements could themselves be more distributed, mobile, 
and survivable in the face of adversary surveillance and targeting.

The references to the Aegis system point to a path not taken. The latest 
baseline of the Aegis Combat System contains a layered air and missile 
defense system in a single platform. Although not the only solution, the 
deployment of some form of Aegis Ashore capabilities could relieve the 
stress on Aegis ships to defend forward bases. Existing Aegis Ashore fa-
cilities to support the European Phased Adaptive Approach (EPAA) 
could evolve to include air defenses, or the EPAA could be adapted to add 
Aegis- based or other forms of air defense at other locations.

Instead, despite all that has happened with Russia in the past decade, 
the MDR does not adjust the EPAA to contend with Russian aerial 
threats. The MDR has a follow- on study about operationalizing the test 
Aegis Ashore site to protect Hawaii from ballistic missile threats but no 
such study for possible Aegis air defense deployments for Pearl Harbor or 
Guam. In its pursuit of multi- mission Aegis Ashore sites for both air and 
missile defense, Japan may soon overtake the United States.

Besides active force protection for fixed assets, the path to survivability 
lies with the fundamentals of passive defense: deception,  disper-
sal,  and distribution.25 The MDR acknowledges that “DoD efforts to 
reduce vulnerability to regional missile strikes will also include invest-
ments in the passive defense elements of hardening, dispersal, deception, 
redundancy, and enhanced resilience of bases, logistics, and other key 
facilities and functions.”26 This reference to generic DOD efforts, however, 
applies to bases, logistics, and facilities. The MDR seemingly does not 
endorse hardening, dispersal, deception, redundancy, and enhanced resil-
ience of active missile defense elements themselves.

Integration

Another prominent theme in the MDR is integration, references to 
which appear no less than 76 times in the document. Integration has be-
come one of the Pentagon’s common buzzwords, but “to integrate” simply 
means “to make whole.” The specific meaning of integration for air and 
missile defense therefore depends on what is being combined or incorpo-
rated and what kind of new whole those things create.



Most of the MDR’s references to integration concern what might be 
called synchronizing active defenses with attack operations, marking a 
degree of interest in operational maturity and a welcome shift from the 
past practice of describing active missile defenses as “purely defensive.” A 
secondary usage is integrating active and passive defenses. A third use is 
its general relation to diplomacy. The review mentions neither the deepest 
kind of integration, integrated fire control, nor several current programs of 
record, namely the US Army’s Integrated Air and Missile Defense Battle 
Command System (IBCS) and the US Navy’s Naval Integrated Fire 
Control–Counter Air (NIFC- CA) concept.

Both the IBCS and NIFC- CA seek to create fire control quality net-
works for information sharing among various elements—the “any sensor, 
best shooter” concept. Although further integration has long been an 
aspiration, currently fielded air and missile defense systems all too often 
operate in stovepipes and do not pass information of sufficient quality to 
coordinate engagements. To advance joint integration more broadly, 
the National Defense Strategy Commission recently endorsed the idea of 
a Pentagon- wide official with authority to advance missile defense inte-
gration and interoperability.27

Although the MDR touts the need for integration, it fails to lay out 
concrete goals or the path by which further integration can be achieved. 
Nor does it encourage the integration of joint air and missile defense–related 
assets of the several military services. Indeed, it specifically lacks the 
five- and ten- year milestones for integration and interoperability im-
provements as required by Congress.28

Air Defense

One aspect of integration almost entirely absent from the MDR is also 
one of the most urgent: active and passive air defense. Integrated air and 
missile defense includes active defense, passive defense, and attack opera-
tions to counter both air and missile threats. The MDR refers to IAMD 
as something advanced by the Joint Staff and pursued by other nations, 
but it does not seem to itself embrace the IAMD concept. Without air 
defense, the MDR’s approach to integration seems more akin to what US 
Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM) calls “integrated missile defense.”29 
This concept differs from that of integrated air and missile defense found 
in recent Joint Staff doctrinal publications and in the services’ develop-
ment of new operational concepts, particularly multidomain operations, 
distributed maritime operations, and multidomain command and con-
trol.30 The near absence of air defense in the MDR stands in contrast to 



the character of the threat and the asymmetric character of complex and 
integrated attack.

Today’s missile defense architecture relies on some assets without ade-
quate force protection from aerial threats. The Aegis Ashore site in Roma-
nia, for instance, cannot defend itself from so much as a helicopter attack. 
The entire EPAA architecture is in turn almost entirely dependent on a 
single TPY-2 radar based in Turkey. These resources exemplify what 
USSTRATCOM commander Gen John Hyten calls “big, fat, juicy 
targets.”31 If critical nodes in the missile defense kill chain are not them-
selves protected from aerial attack, the BMDS will be suppressed. When 
asked about the MDR’s lack of attention to air defense, senior officials 
have said that it is up to geographic combatant commanders to provide air 
defense for BMDS elements.32 But such commanders cannot magically 
defend the small handful of fixed, energy- emanating, ground- based radars 
upon which the BMDS depends, nor can they immediately create the 
means to defend against UAVs, cruise missiles, fixed- and rotary- wing 
aircraft, artillery, or other aerial threats. It is incumbent on a policy 
document to lay out the need to protect the BMDS from asymmetric air 
attack, thus driving the requirements for capabilities that could then be 
developed and delivered to the combatant commanders.

Another important component of the Missile Defense Review should 
have been the provision of defenses for both the homeland and regional 
forces against the high- end asymmetric aerial threat from cruise missiles 
and other aerodynamic vehicles. The only cruise missile defense plan 
described by the MDR is a preexisting, three- phase effort for the US 
national capital region. This initiative is important, but cruise missiles 
threaten US forward- deployed forces around the world, too. Neither the 
MDR nor the 2020 budget submission move forward at the speed of rele-
vance on either a space sensor layer or new interceptor development, both 
of which will be necessary to defeat hypersonic glide vehicles.

Frustration with the joint force’s lack of cruise missile defense led Con-
gress to require an interim near- term capability, prompting the Army to 
request funding for Iron Dome.33 But in its global role, the United States 
will face more sophisticated threats than those confronted by many of our 
allies. These lower- tier air defense efforts must be further encouraged. 
Given that the MDR initiates 12 follow- on studies, there might have 
been room for at least one on integrating air defense with missile defense 
and another for the protection of BMDS elements from asymmetric or 
nonballistic attack.



Further illustrating the MDR’s lack of attention to air defense is its omis-
sion of the Army’s Maneuver Short- Range Air Defense (M- SHORAD) 
and IBCS programs as well as the services’ current kinetic- and directed- 
energy efforts for countering UAVs. A broad policy document like the 
MDR could have highlighted such capabilities and looked to coordinate 
services’ efforts rather than leaving individual branches to address stand-
alone stovepipe problems. Without an air defense layer against cruise mis-
siles and UAVs, missile defenses will not be “comprehensive.”

Mobility

Better transportability and mobility are also critical in the current 
strategic environment. The MDR’s emphasis on the desirability of mobility 
echoes a similar discussion in the 2001 Nuclear Posture Review as well as 
the National Defense Strategy’s theme of dynamic force employment. The 
problem with the MDR’s discussion, however, is that it touts a characteristic 
that does not really exist. Apart from Patriot launchers and Aegis ships, 
the rest of the BMDS is not actually that mobile. THAAD batteries, 
TPY-2s, and numerous other elements supporting the Ground- based 
Midcourse Defense (GMD) system for the homeland are largely in concrete 
or not quickly transportable. Assets like the Sea- Based X- Band (SBX) 
radar can take a long time to move across the Pacific Ocean.

Moreover, what sounds like mobility on paper often turns out to be ri-
gidity in practice. Many of those Patriot batteries do not move around 
much, limited by political commitments and confined to the defense of 
high- value fixed sites such as airfields or ports. Multi- mission Aegis de-
stroyers equipped with ballistic missile defense capabilities are to some 
extent tethered to the defense of islands or other defended assets.34 The 
longer- ranged Standard Missile-3 IIA interceptor, improved launch- on- 
remote and engage- on- remote capability, and the MDR’s ambitious plan to 
equip the full fleet of Aegis destroyers with ballistic missile defense capa-
bility will help alleviate some of the strain and thereby enhance Aegis 
mobility.

Adm Phil Davidson, commander of Indo- Pacific Command, recently 
testified that “in this day and age, if it is fixed on the planet, it is 
dead.”35 Similar reasoning must also be applied to BMDS elements. 
Precisely because our adversaries have broken the past monopoly on pre-
cision strike, the missile defense enterprise will require increased mobility, 
deception, distribution, and protection. More imaginative concepts for 
networked, dispersed elements and a roadmap toward enhanced interceptor 
and sensor mobility could have been pursued. Airborne sensor assets, for 



instance, could create options that are lower emitting, unpredictable in 
their location, and more survivable. The Missile Defense Agency currently 
uses UAV- mounted multispectral balls to monitor intercept tests and is 
exploring the utility of laser- based sensors for missile tracking. The 2010 
Ballistic Missile Defense Review likewise planned for a UAV- based airborne 
infrared (ABIR) sensor to support the EPAA. Despite their mobility and 
survivability benefits, such systems are not discussed in the MDR. The 
MDR does, however, endorse integrating the F-35 sensor suite into the 
BMDS to permit the opportunistic detection and tracking of missile 
launches. Continued evolution of the missile defense sensor architecture 
should include exploration of more mobile, lower- emitting, and more sur-
vivable sensors.

Waiting for the New Era

At the rollout ceremony for the MDR, President Trump stated that 
“the United States cannot simply build more of the same or make only 
incremental improvements.”36 With a few exceptions, however, the rec-
ommendations of  both the MDR and the 2020 budget submission remain 
largely incremental or more of the same program of record preexisting the 
National Defense Strategy. Together, they signal that the administration 
does not intend to undertake the scale and urgency of change necessary to 
adapt missile defenses to the challenge of great power competition—at 
least not anytime soon.

The 2019 MDR significantly expands the operational concept for missile 
defense, but it does not answer the impending needs of the developing 
threat environment. Although well- enough suited to limited ballistic missile 
threats from North Korea and Iran, the missile defense posture and pro-
grams envisioned by the MDR are insufficient to contend with the full 
range of complex and integrated attacks by Russia or China. Today’s air 
and missile defense systems contain insufficient layering and integration 
and too many single points of failure. To better contribute to regional 
deterrence and defense goals envisioned by the National Defense Strategy, 
US missile defenses will require improved survivability, integration, air 
defense, and mobility. In the absence of such change, the new era of mis-
sile defense will have to wait.  

Thomas Karako
Senior Fellow and Director
Missile Defense Project
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS)
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Space Force Déjà Vu

In mid- March 2018, President Trump signaled his intention to funda-
mentally reform the Department of Defense. Stating unequivocally 
that “space is a war- fighting domain, just like the land, air and sea,” he 

would push for “a military space force that would be the orbital equivalent 
of the Army, Air Force and Navy.”1 The remarks were dismissed by much 
of the press as an admitted continuation of a joke—and unlikely given the 
strong resistance to a proposed Space Corps by the secretaries of defense 
and the Air Force in testimony before Congress just a few months earlier. 
Former NASA director Sean O’Keefe called the proposal a massively un-
necessary expense and “bureaucratic nightmare.” He added that some may 
fear “a space force would compromise the sanctity of considering space to 
be off limits from warfare.”2

Nonetheless, the president directed the National Space Council, led by 
Vice President Mike Pence, to coordinate a plan to implement his vision. 
In August, Pence detailed the way forward. The Pentagon would prepare 
for a sixth branch of the armed forces, a Department of the Space Force, 
by 2020. The process would be fast but incremental, including three com-
ponents: a reestablished combatant command—US Space Command 
(USSPACECOM), a space operations force, and a joint space develop-
ment agency. Specifically, USSPACECOM “will establish unified com-
mand and control for our Space Force operations, ensure integration 
across the military, and develop the space warfighting doctrine, tactics, 
techniques, and procedures of the future.” The space operations force will 
comprise “an elite group of joint warfighters, specializing in the domain of 
space,” while the space development agency “will ensure the men and 
women of the Space Force have the cutting- edge warfighting capabilities 
that they need and deserve.”3

In February 2019, the Department of Defense sent its proposed space 
force plan to Congress for approval. This proposal scales back the idea of a 
separate but equal department into a modified space corps within the Air 
Force. It confounds space advocates who might interpret it as bureaucratic 
largess intended to undermine full independence. While the proposal ap-
pears to fall well short of the president’s initial vision, it is certainly more 
attainable in the near term and a less radical excision. The DOD plan would 
also be historically fast. According to the vice president, the fundamental 
resources are already in place across the other services and intelligence 
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agencies, and it will be “built on the lessons of the past.”4 Indeed, one thing 
is certain about these developments: we’ve been down this road before.

The Ghosts of Space Force Past

In the spring of 1981, defense officials in the new Reagan administra-
tion began circulating support for a fresh look at space organizational 
structure that would ultimately lead to a new combatant command—US 
Space Command. The soaring costs and inefficiencies of space systems 
acquisition, the mess of some 50 uncoordinated military organizations 
working with pieces of the space enterprise, and the rise of a Soviet pro-
gram that appeared to be racing ahead in military space war- fighting ca-
pabilities fueled frustrations that led to a call for action. In September 
1981, the Air Force added a fifth subunit to its planning staff, the Direc-
torate of Space Operations, to provide options. Still, as is often the case 
with large bureaucracies, meaningful change required a push from the 
outside. In late 1981, House Resolution 5130 required the US Air Force 
to report to Congress on the feasibility of establishing a space command.5

The DOD strongly opposed the move on the grounds it was not needed, 
would duplicate bureaucracies, and would cost too much. In January 1982, 
a General Accounting Office report undercut those arguments. It sug-
gested that a separate space command coordinating all military space ac-
tivities could instead result in overall cost savings; specialization was in 
fact the foundation of organizational efficiency. Thus, in June 1982, the 
USAF revealed it would establish a subordinate Space Command in 
Colorado Springs no later than September.6 Two years later, the colocated 
US Space Command was inaugurated. By the end of the decade, the com-
mander of USSPACECOM (dual- hatted as commander of the North 
American Aerospace Defense Command [NORAD]) gained authority 
over all military space operations, took command of land- based ballistic 
missile responsibilities from Strategic Air Command, secured authority 
over nascent computer operations (the precursor to today’s Cyber Com-
mand), inaugurated a war- fighting space operations center, and created a 
Joint Space Intelligence Center.7 Such rapid evolution perhaps went too 
far toward an independent space service and in the process threatened 
entrenched bureaucratic constituencies.

The spectacularly successful space debut in Operations Desert Shield 
and Desert Storm prompted the Air Force to seek even greater control of 
the space mission. Not unnoticed was the fact that by the mid-1990s, the 
space- specific portion of the DOD budget had approached $10 billion, 
with upwards of 85 percent earmarked for the Air Force. A similar amount 
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was distributed to government and intelligence agencies, for an average of 
$18 billion annually.8 The 1998 Rumsfeld Commission warned of a “space 
Pearl Harbor” due to a lack of emphasis on space and recommended a 
gradual evolution toward a separate Space Corps within the Air Force as 
an intermediary step on the path to a separate Space Department. How-
ever, despite the commission’s recommendations, USSPACECOM au-
thorities were steadily transferred elsewhere. Following the events of 
September 11, 2001, all DOD efforts not focused on the global war on 
terrorism were subordinated. NORAD moved under the new North 
American Command, and all duties not already purged were subsumed by 
Strategic Command. In 2002, USSPACECOM was disbanded, and Air 
Force Space Command became the de facto US Space Force.9

Déjà Vu in 2017

In 2017, Cong. Mike Rogers (R- AL), chair of the House Armed Ser-
vices Strategic Forces Subcommittee, became concerned that America 
now faced multiple near- peer competitors in space despite a perceived 
insurmountable advantage a generation earlier. Implicitly accusing the 
USAF of diverting space funds to priority air projects and mismanage-
ment of other space resources, Rogers and ranking Democrat Jim Cooper 
(D- TN) inserted language into the 2018 National Defense Authorization 
Act (NDAA) directing that an autonomous Space Corps be established 
within the Air Force similar to the Marine Corps–Navy arrangement.10 
The measure passed the House but was tabled for future consideration in 
the Senate pending further study. The DOD and the Air Force continued 
to resist the proposal, marshalling precisely the same arguments the US 
Army used in its attempts to retain the Army Air Forces after WWII. 
Demonstrating an astonishing lack of historical acumen, in congressional 
testimony the Air Force argued that an independent separate Space Corps 
would take away from AFSPACECOM’s primary functions in support of 
terrestrial forces best coordinated by an air- minded commander, create an 
unnecessary parallel bureaucracy, and be too expensive.

Although the Trump administration opposed the Rogers-Cooper plan, 
President Trump one- upped the Space Corps blueprint and surprisingly 
announced his intention to create a separate and equal Department of the 
Space Force. In June of 2018, Vice President Pence detailed the adminis-
tration’s vision.11 The USAF would immediately begin comprehensive 
preparations to split off a coequal Department of the Space Force including 
a Marine Corps–style independent organizational structure within the 
Department of the Air Force. It would draft a plan for congressional 
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budget support and coordinate with other services and national intelligence 
space cadres for efficiencies.

Now publicly supporting the initiative, USAF leaders continued to pri-
vately argue the folly of the move. It would be bureaucratically redundant 
and wastefully expensive. A memo from the Office of the Secretary of the 
Air Force was released (or “leaked”) stating that a five- year conservative 
estimate of the additional cost of separating an independent space service 
would approach $13 billion over five years, “likely to be revised upward.”12

By October 2018, however, the Air Force leadership appeared to have 
dropped even veiled opposition. It submitted a viable, comprehensive 
transition plan for congressional approval at the end of February 2019. 
Surprisingly, the anticipated cost of the transition would be quite low and 
bureaucratic overlap remarkably lean. The Pentagon requested just $72 
million for fiscal 2020 and just $2 billion over the next five years to stand 
up a functioning Space Force within the Department of the Air Force.13 
Beginning with less than 200 assigned personnel in the first year, the 
Space Force should grow to approximately 15,000 military and civilian 
billets by 2025. When the organization is expected to be fully operational, 
the Pentagon’s plan would stabilize the Space Force budget at about $500 
million per year, or “about 0.07 percent of the Defense Department’s 
annual budget.”14

Critiquing the Launch

It is possible to see several potential pitfalls, some quite counterintuitive, 
that could jeopardize congressional support and effectively neutralize 
Space Force independence. An early complaint is that the relatively tiny 
envisioned Space Force would immediately get equal representation on 
the Joint Chiefs, including three four- star generals—a chief and vice chief 
of the Space Force and the commander of US Space Command. By add-
ing several lower- ranking general officers, the Space Force is projected to 
be the most rank- heavy of the services.15 In comparison, the USAF has 
nine four- star billets, not including joint positions, or roughly one for every 
76,000 Airmen.16 Such a force structure could be viewed quite incredu-
lously by the other services.

The small size of the nominally independent Space Force, even at five- 
year maturity, simply does not reflect the trajectory of a military service 
that should not only be equal in resources and war- fighting capability to 
the others in the future but also may become dominant. Under the current 
proposal, it will remain dwarfed by the Air Force’s subordinate Space 
Command. The USAF currently receives about $15 billion annually for 
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national security space programs (85 percent of the overall $18 billion 
DOD space budget)—about 10 percent of its overall budget of $157 bil-
lion for FY 2018.17 Moreover, the current AFSPACECOM has about 
30,000 military and civilian personnel. Compared to $500 million ear-
marked annually for the Space Force after 2025, the USAF still could di-
rectly control a space budget 30 times that of its purportedly coequal in-
dependent space service. This may not sit well with stanch Space Force 
advocates.

The comparison of the US Space Force to the US Marines is also rather 
strained. The Marine Corps is a semi- independent force that controls its 
own organize, train, and equip requirements and has complete budget au-
thority. The US Navy in FY 2017 had a combined strength of 597,000 
active, reserve, and civilian personnel. The Marines had a combined 
strength of 222,000 active and reserve—more than a third of its parent 
service. Their independent budgets are proportional to their relative sizes. 
The top Navy and Marine officers, the chief of naval operations and the 
commandant of the Marine Corps, report directly to the secretary of the 
Navy. The chief of the Space Force will report directly to the secretary of 
the Air Force, and there is currently an under secretary of the Air Force 
that performs parallel duties to the Navy’s under secretary. But the Space 
Force plan adds a second “under secretary of the Space Force” that is “re-
sponsible for working with Department of the Air Force officials, as well 
as other Department of Defense officials, for the overall supervision of 
space matters.”18 The new under secretary will be subordinate to the under 
secretary of the Air Force, as the latter is specifically designated “the first 
assistant to the Secretary of the Air Force.”19 This additional layer of 
control appears superfluous.

The historic rise and fall of US Space Command as the first gateway to 
an independent space service highlights several caveats in the proposal. 
For example, one that should assist in overcoming service resistance is that 
the “DoD does not intend to transition to the Space Forces those defense 
missions that are tangentially related with space, such as land- and sea- 
based nuclear operations, cyberspace operations, and the overall missile 
defense mission.” Unfortunately, the only effective and cost- efficient global 
missile defense capability, one that protects against all of the nation’s and 
our allies’ missile threats, can only be achieved in and from space. While 
authorities can and do change, this one is problematic.

Additionally, the president’s Space Policy Directive 4 (SPD-4) requires 
the USAF to periodically assess whether the time is right to spin off a fully 
equal and independent Department of the Space Force. However, no lan-
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guage in SPD-4 or the congressional proposal indicates what periodically 
means or the criteria that must be met to compel it. These decisions are 
left to the Air Force, which in the past has valued control over the space 
budget, space facilities, and space personnel. The Space Corps now appears 
to be a permanent solution, not a transition.

Epilogue

On the whole, the proposal before Congress is reasonable. It follows a 
rough parallel to the necessary independence of the Air Force from its 
roots in the Army and could foreshadow a similar path for cyberspace if 
and when cyber is usefully characterized as a war- fighting domain. None 
of the flaws identified here are fatal. The DOD should be better off, and 
military space far better served, five years from now if the plan is imple-
mented. The greatest threat to the current plan is political, not organiza-
tional or even financial. The White House is proclaiming that “President 
Donald J. Trump is Establishing America’s Space Force” in a screaming 
boldface font while some in the media are already decrying the “Trump 
Space Force.”20 We live in divisive times where successive administrations 
attempt to undo the achievements of their predecessors. Even though the 
2017 Space Corps initiative passed the House with significant bipartisan 
support and the current plan is essentially the same, a divided Congress 
may not be able to look past the 2020 elections. It may not vote on the 
merits of the plan, instead using it as a plebiscite on the administration as 
a whole. Indeed, opponents of an independent space force could tout it as 
part of a rollback effort. And that would not serve US interests in space. 
Since space is a war- fighting domain, an eventual dedicated military ser-
vice is the most effective means to full national security. 

Everett C. Dolman
Air Command and Staff College
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Security in Northeast Asia: 
Structuring a Settlement

Joshua shifrinson

Abstract

A potential pathway exists for a Northeast Asian settlement where 
the Koreas, the United States, China, and Japan can each live 
within the status quo. Sustaining a settlement will require reining 

in foreign policy hawks reluctant to allow the Democratic People’s Re-
public of Korea (DPRK) to retain a nuclear arsenal. The United States will 
also need to engage allies fearful of conflict with North Korea but also 
disinclined to let a neighboring state enjoy a local nuclear monopoly. The 
United States should continue outreach to North Korea with the objective 
of establishing a process that links sanctions relief and security guarantees 
to a plan for eventual denuclearization. The future China- DPRK relation-
ship must be considered and isolated from the US- China relationship—
notably, economic tensions and disputes in the South and East China Seas. 
It should facilitate Chinese leverage over North Korea and encourage 
China to reinforce its economic and security ties with North Korea to 
influence and restrain Pyongyang’s decision making. The Trump adminis-
tration must earn the support of stakeholders across the policy- making 
and procedural spectrum and facilitate a domestic political consensus in 
favor of the emerging settlement. Securing a settlement in Northeast Asia 
may be a productive way of reducing one of the most troublesome spots in 
US foreign relations.1

*****

The last two years have witnessed among the most substantial shifts in 
Northeast Asian regional politics in the last half century. With the North 
Korean nuclear and missile programs advancing at a rapid clip, 2017 and 
early 2018 saw credible signs that the United States might go to war to 
limit further North Korean advances.2 However, the subsequent an-
nouncement that President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim 
Jong- un would meet in June 2018 to ostensibly negotiate over the North 
Korean nuclear program sharply changed the dynamic. The Singapore 
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Summit resulted in an ostensible pledge to “work toward complete de-
nuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.” 3 Since then, policy makers from 
the United States and North Korea, along with other vested regional 
actors, have engaged in sustained formal and informal diplomatic bar-
gaining aimed at adding substance to Singapore’s rhetorical framework.

Few analysts believe the process catalyzed by Singapore will result in a 
substantial resolution of outstanding nuclear issues between the area’s key 
actors. If anything, analysts warn that the United States’ failure to craft a 
realistic pathway to North Korea’s “complete, verifiable, [and] irreversible 
denuclearization” leaves Northeast Asia primed for instability—a situation 
rendered all the more likely given stalled progress following the February 
2019 Hanoi Summit between Trump and Kim.4 In this view, the fact that 
North Korea (like other states) is unlikely to surrender its nuclear arsenal 
raises the possibility that Trump and his team may become disenchanted 
with North Korea, thereby increasing the chance that the United States 
may lash out against what will then be a North Korea with a more robust 
nuclear arsenal.5 Along the way—so the argument goes—the United 
States risks seeing its South Korean and Japanese allies lose trust and 
interest in US security guarantees, undercutting the capacity of the United 
States to respond should relations with North Korea deteriorate.6 The 
fiction of North Korean denuclearization, in other words, creates a frame-
work in which many things may go wrong without actually addressing the 
North Korean nuclear program. These concerns are valid and cannot be 
dismissed out of hand.

Still, focusing largely on whether the ongoing negotiations will facili-
tate denuclearization—or even a slowdown of North Korea’s nuclear 
program—may overlook the potential that a series of implicit deals and 
understandings may be emerging that can help stabilize Northeast Asian 
politics.7 To be sure, such a “settlement” remains only a potentiality at this 
point. Nevertheless, history is replete with cases of powerful states finding 
ways to cooperate and of setting aside past tensions even in the face of 
notional diplomatic failures and outstanding disputes.8 Equally important, 
states regularly bargain and seek an array of political understandings with 
one another when faced with a significant shift in the distribution of 
power such as that represented by the DPRK’s nuclear acquisition. Some 
sort of new equilibrium is the natural result of North Korea’s recent 
nuclear advances. Given the diplomatic processes, understandings, and 
shifts that unfolded over the course of 2017–19, reasonable prospects exist 
for a broader diplomatic and strategic stabilization in Northeast Asia.
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To explain this argument and the potential steps needed to reach a 
settlement, this article proceeds in five parts. First, it covers the logic of 
settlements in international relations. Then, the piece provides background 
on the problems posed by North Korea vis- à- vis Northeast Asia’s security 
in the post–Cold War era. Next, it outlines the diplomatic developments 
that have made a settlement possible followed by the rationale and con-
tent of this prospective settlement. Finally, it proposes steps that may be 
necessary to bring a settlement to fruition and events that could derail 
the process.

Settlements in World Politics

Because states operate in an anarchic international system with varying 
degrees of power, the threat of war is omnipresent in international 
politics.9 To obtain security for themselves under such conditions, states 
have two basic options. First, they can arm and prepare for conflict, building 
up the military, economic, and political tools needed to deter or defeat 
prospective opponents.10 Second, they can attempt to resolve their differ-
ences with other countries, relying on diplomatic deals of varying degrees 
of formality to mitigate points of friction.11 Conflict cannot be foreclosed 
entirely—in anarchy, states can and sometimes do go back on prior deals.12 
However, addressing outstanding disputes and points of strategic conten-
tion can dampen the likelihood that war is a near- term possibility, creating 
room for states to continue strengthening ties while focusing their energies 
on other domestic or international issues.13

Settlements belong to the latter category. As Henry Kissinger once ar-
gued, settlements refer to a “process by which a nation reconciles its vision 
of itself with the vision of it by other powers”—that is, a dynamic by 
which two or more states reach an understanding about the general 
parameters of what they will and will not do with the capabilities at their 
disposal.14 In effect, any settlement crafts a framework within which states 
agree to cooperate or compete with one another on core issues within 
certain boundaries, without seeking wholesale and unilateral changes to 
the status quo.15 No one state party to a settlement is likely to be entirely 
happy with its terms and conditions; by definition, a settlement requires 
participants to restrain their ambitions and accept limits on the pursuit of 
their interests. Still, so long as there is no “grievance of such magnitude 
that redress will be sought in overturning” an arrangement—if parties es-
sentially have a stake in it and value the benefits of constrained cooperation 
over the potential of attaining one’s maximal ambitions by a resumption of 
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unconstrained competition—settlements facilitate and incentivize peaceful 
competition.16

Settlements can be pursued through two basic channels. The first and 
most obvious is through direct negotiation. Here, diplomats and policy 
makers meet to directly shape the territorial, institutional, economic, and 
security arrangements believed necessary to reconcile rival states to one 
another’s interests and power. History is replete with efforts along these 
lines. Thus, the Congress of Vienna helped craft a stable European settle-
ment in the aftermath of the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars, 
allowing the European great powers to manage their inevitable conflicts 
of interest over the next four decades.17 Similarly, and although its internal 
contradictions eventually contributed to the breakdown of European di-
plomacy and the re- emergence of major war, the Paris Peace Conference 
of 1919 represented an effort by the victors of the First World War to 
directly construct a new framework for managing great power relations in 
Europe and beyond.18 The Yalta and Potsdam Summits of 1945 entailed a 
parallel effort to shape the post-1945 world, one that (like its Paris prede-
cessor) failed—contributing to the Cold War—as the United States and 
Soviet Union declined to live within the negotiated frameworks.19 Con-
versely, the United States’ reluctance to tie its hands regarding the declining 
Soviet Union in the late 1980s and early 1990s meant that Soviet efforts to 
organize a similarly negotiated settlement for post–Cold War Europe came 
to nothing.20

Second, and less appreciated, are settlements arranged through tacit 
understandings and iterated negotiations that gradually contribute to a 
broader framework. To appreciate this approach, it is instructive to con-
sider the development of the US- Soviet settlement in Cold War Europe. 
The first 15 years of the Cold War saw the two states nearly come to blows 
over the division of Europe and whether Germany would be unified or 
divided, nuclear armed, and/or aligned with the United States or USSR or 
neutral.21 However, in the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis and with 
the United States and USSR able to deter each other with robust nuclear 
arsenals, the two superpowers changed course to embrace Europe’s status 
quo.22 The arms race would continue, but the superpowers used a series of 
diplomatic discussions to remove many of the flashpoints that could pre-
cipitate conflict. Thus, Germany would remain divided and nonnuclear, 
the Warsaw Pact and North Atlantic Treaty Organization would remain 
intact, and the United States and USSR would accept responsibility for 
managing security affairs within their respective spheres of influence. Neither 
side necessarily desired these agreements or anticipated the deals that trans-
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pired. Nevertheless, the emergence of what Marc Trachtenberg calls the 
“European settlement” reduced Cold War tensions to a manageable level, 
allowing diplomatic wrangling to replace brinksmanship as the coin of 
European politics.23

Regardless of the path taken, the key to identifying a settlement is thus 
asking whether parties appear to recognize limits to the scope of their 
competition and seem willing to bargain with one another on the core 
issues at stake. Put differently, the issue is not whether states are sacrificing 
some of their interests—all settlements involve some mutual sacrifice—
but whether (1) there is a reason for them to do so and (2) senior leaders 
accept the need for trade- offs without pressing their respective advantages 
to the hilt. Doing so, in turn, means looking beyond what policy makers 
say on a day- to- day basis and instead focusing on overarching trends and 
processes that collectively indicate how states understand and are pursu-
ing their interests.24

North Korea’s Challenge to Northeast Asia Security

What, then, are the prospects for a settlement in Northeast Asia? Evalu-
ating the potential for a new equilibrium first requires understanding the 
multifaceted nature of North Korea’s challenge to post–Cold War Northeast 
Asia. First, and most obviously, North Korea constitutes a direct military 
threat to several of its neighbors. South Korea has long lived with the 
possibility of a North Korean attack.25 Similarly, Japan has been subjected 
to North Korean assaults on Japanese citizens while its cities are within 
range of North Korean missiles.26 As for the United States, North Korea’s 
nuclear and missile breakout over the last decade raises the prospect of a 
North Korean strike on the US homeland itself.27 And although the North 
Korean military threat could theoretically be eliminated by an invasion or 
managed by efforts to deter North Korea, the United States has been re-
luctant to embrace either option.28 After all, invasion presents real military 
risks to the United States and its allies,29 while living with nuclear- armed 
adversaries has long been unpalatable to American policy makers.30

Second, North Korea presents significant entrapment risks.31 A conflict 
between North and South Korea, for example, could lead to the United 
States’ involvement under the provisions of the US–South Korean alli-
ance. A contest between the United States and DPRK might drag in 
China, fearful of losing a proximate ally and/or seeing American forces 
poised near Chinese territory.32 Even if regional states do not value the 
stakes of a conflict involving North Korea per se, the course or repercus-
sions of such a contest might still lead to their ensnarement.
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A final challenge involves the prospect of North Korea’s removal as a 
sovereign actor. In brief, North Korea’s survival is not guaranteed. Not only 
could the state be eliminated through invasion or regime change, but the 
country’s pervasive economic and demographic problems make a domestic 
implosion a risk as well. Such possibilities carry a host of subsidiary prob-
lems. On one level, North Korea’s disappearance would present China, the 
United States, and others with thorny questions surrounding the future of 
the Korean peninsula and whether a unified Korea would ally with the 
United States or China or go neutral.33 To this end, China has tried to avoid 
threatening North Korea’s domestic stability, just as the United States and 
its allies have expressed discomfort with what might happen if North Korea 
implodes.34 At the same time, wrangling over Korea’s future status and/or 
trying to forestall North Korea’s disappearance could lead to an escalatory 
crisis, up to and including a US- China confrontation.35 In this sense, North 
Korea’s neighbors have needed to live with a fraught situation in which 
the only thing more problematic than the DPRK’s threatening behavior 
and entrapment risk is its destruction.

The net result has been a fragile status quo in Northeast Asia. Ulti-
mately, steps taken by China, the United States, or other actors to affect 
North Korea’s strategic position could easily jeopardize others’ interests, 
just as North Korean actions could themselves imperil friend and foe 
alike.36 Akin to the first part of the Cold War, the result has been a situa-
tion prone to crisis and instability.

Diplomatic Developments: A Nascent Framework?

That said, it is possible to envision a prospective settlement emerging in 
Northeast Asia. To do so, however, requires looking beyond the specific 
twists and turns of the negotiations over North Korea’s nuclear program 
per se. Indeed, with North Korea’s vague commitment to denucleariza-
tion, the limited progress in influencing North Korea’s nuclear and missile 
programs since Singapore, and the early breakup of the subsequent Hanoi 
Summit, most analysts note that the Trump administration has failed to 
attain its stated aim of unraveling North Korea’s nuclear capabilities.37 
Instead, the potential for a settlement comes from what strategic under-
standings and implicit meanings may lurk behind and result from the 
diplomatic discussions witnessed over the last few years. Building on the 
recognition that settlements can emerge in evolutionary fashion, five 
trends suggest that a Northeast Asia settlement is not an impossibility.

First, the United States has largely taken regime change off the table 
and committed to the DPRK’s continuation.38 North Korea’s nuclear arsenal 
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and growing capacity to target the mainland United States alone make 
any US- led attack on North Korea a much less plausible option than in 
the recent past.39 Just as important, events during and after the Singapore 
Summit reinforced and de facto committed the United States to sustain-
ing North Korea’s existence. For one thing, having suggested in 2017 and 
early 2018 that a military campaign against North Korea was a possibility, 
the Trump administration has now moved in the opposite direction.40 
Hints of a change were already visible in May 2018 when Trump pledged 
that any North Korean deal “would be with Kim Jong Un, something 
where he’d be there, he’d be in his country, he’d be running his country.”41 
Since Singapore, however, these steps have kicked into high gear. Not only 
did the United States sign an agreement pledging security guarantees for 
North Korea in exchange for the DPRK beginning the denuclearization 
process, but Trump put deeds behind these words by suspending joint 
US- South Korean war games that the North claimed were provocative.42 
Nor were these actions a temporary departure. In fact, Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo returned to the theme in late June 2018, promising that the 
United States would “provide security assurances for the North Korean 
people” so long as North Korea remains committed to denuclearization.43 
Similarly, the run- up to the Hanoi Summit saw the US special representa-
tive for North Korea, Stephen Biegun, bluntly declare, “We are not going 
to invade North Korea. We are not seeking to topple the North Korean 
regime” in an effort to reassure the Kim government.44 Neither did the 
breakup at Hanoi upset the process, as Trump moved in March 2019 to 
again suspend US–South Korean war games regularly decried as provoca-
tive by the North.45

Second, North Korea has given the United States latitude to back out 
of the ongoing standoff over the DPRK nuclear program. After taking 
office in 2017, the Trump administration maneuvered itself into a corner 
regarding North Korea’s nuclear program. Like the Obama and Bush 
administrations, it was unwilling to acknowledge the failure of nuclear 
nonproliferation vis- à- vis the DPRK and accept the political and strategic 
problems of living with a nuclear North Korea.46 At the same time, how-
ever, it was equally reluctant to pay the costs associated with a military 
campaign against the North Korean nuclear program. Thus, North Korea’s 
pledge at Singapore to “denuclearize” and—more substantively—its on-
going de facto moratorium on nuclear tests create a useful fiction for the 
United States.47 As other analysts suggest, these steps give US leaders a fig 
leaf to cover their nonproliferation failure, allowing the United States to 
still declare counterproliferation a success and helping to ratchet down the 
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threat of war.48 After all, this fiction allowed Trump to declare that North 
Korea was “no longer a nuclear threat” immediately after Singapore and 
his administration to sustain this narrative, even as evidence emerged that 
North Korea is hiding nuclear assets and continuing work on its nuclear 
delivery options.49 More broadly, the North Korean fiction provides a po-
litical tool to help the United States resist other states’ proliferation efforts 
while justifying whatever steps are necessary to make deterring a nuclear 
North Korea viable. Baldly stated, if North Korea is to eventually denucle-
arize, then deterring a nuclear DPRK is just a temporary expedient—not 
a permanent US mission.50

Third, there appears to be a nascent framework in which diplomatic 
dialogue and engagement—helping to regularize North Korea’s role in 
the region—is occurring. Progress has been intermittent and limited. 
However, the United States has named a special representative to oversee 
the negotiations, ministerial- and working- level talks have taken place 
(and may continue in the future), and Trump himself is taking an increas-
ingly direct role in efforts designed to facilitate the process.51 No one 
knows whether these discussions will result in substantive gains. Initial 
talks ended with North Korea decrying the United States’ attitude toward 
negotiation, impeding US diplomatic efforts to discuss North Korean 
nuclear issues, and making largely symbolic concessions to the United 
States (for instance, offering some verification at the Punggye- ri nuclear 
testing site) that—as Vipin Narang and Ankit Panda observe—have little 
“particular bearing on the ‘mass production’ of  ballistic missiles and nuclear 
weapons.”52 Still, the existence of a bilateral US- DPRK diplomatic pro-
cess reduces the chance of miscalculation and future crises.53 As important 
is the presence of a diplomatic framework requiring the United States and 
North Korea to have a functional, more normal diplomatic relationship—
one in which policy makers can exchange views and information through 
known channels rather than eschewing most contact as had been custom-
ary.54 The net result is that North Korea’s pariah status is increasingly a 
thing of the past.55

The United States is not alone in this task: Japan and South Korea 
(both American allies) are also crafting a diplomatic process. Through 
mid-2018, both American allies were unhappy with the prospect of living 
with a nuclear DPRK, yet just as fearful that the United States would end 
up entrapping them into a war.56 The latter concern now appears much 
reduced. Thus, even while trying to sustain their alliances with the United 
States, both actors have begun talking in detail with North Korea. In an 
echo of West Germany’s Ostpolitik outreach to East Germany, South 
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Korea’s Nordpolitik apparently encompasses efforts to engage both North 
Korea and the United States to shape the terms of any denuclearization 
package.57 Building on prior outreach, South Korea has also engaged 
North Korea in talks aimed at diminishing the DPRK’s conventional 
threat while reinvigorating economic and social connections with North 
Korea; as of this writing (March 2019), reports further indicate that South 
Korea is seeking to facilitate future negotiations between the United 
States and North Korea.58 Japanese policy makers, meanwhile, have met 
with North Korean officials to discuss bilateral relations, just as a summit 
between Kim and Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe remains a possi-
bility.59 Of course, the risk remains that a widening gulf may open between 
South Korea, the United States, and/or Japan on North Korean issues and 
undercut the United States’ partnership with one or both countries (par-
ticularly should tensions with North Korea spike).60 Still, South Korean 
and Japanese leaders have signaled that they see their alliances with the 
United States as central to addressing North Korean issues, and—since 
states tend to balance proximate military threats—the trend seems to be 
toward engaging North Korea without sacrificing ties with the United 
States.61 In effect, Northeast Asia may be witnessing the emergence of a 
less conflictual and more fluid regional security environment.

Finally, China now has a green light to continue as the prime backer 
and influencer of North Korea. Before mid-2018, China was understand-
ably worried that bilateral US- North Korean talks might result in a deal 
that pulled North Korea out of China’s orbit.62 Since that time, however, 
the opposite has occurred. Less than a week after Singapore, North Korean 
leaders hastened to brief the Chinese leadership on the course of the dis-
cussions and confer on a negotiating strategy. Similarly, Kim and other 
North Korean officials met with their Chinese interlocutors to discuss 
strategy in advance of the Hanoi meeting.63 As importantly, US officials 
including Secretary of State Michael Pompeo and then- Secretary of De-
fense James Mattis separately visited Beijing in the second half of 2018 to 
sustain Chinese support for the North Korean denuclearization drive and 
later praised Beijing’s moves; much of this effort involved encouraging 
Chinese efforts to keep economic sanctions on North Korea.64 Consider-
ing that China is North Korea’s primary economic partner, these discus-
sions have only reinforced China’s hand: if sanctions are to continue and/
or have any bite, China will need to have its interests met.65
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The Prospective Settlement in Northeast Asia

Individually, no one of these developments would change the security 
situation in Northeast Asia. Taken together, however, they hold potential 
for a substantial adjustment of Northeast Asian insecurities—helping 
reconcile the interests of states in the area such that competition and co-
operation can occur within defined boundaries. Much depends on whether 
the United States and North Korea continue the guarantees- for- 
denuclearization fiction while vested regional actors sustain the diplomatic 
momentum seen to date. None of these outcomes are yet assured, all the 
more so as the Hanoi Summit and its aftermath prompted questions over 
the American and North Korean willingness to accommodate the other 
sides’ demands.66 Assuming they come to fruition, however, it is possible 
to envision the outlines of a new Northeast Asian equilibrium.

At the heart of this potential settlement is North Korea’s removal as a 
regional flashpoint.67 Here, the fiction of a denuclearizing North Korea 
affords the United States and North Korea room to ratchet down tensions. 
Even if a regular diplomatic relationship never emerges, the resulting struc-
ture for discussions will help avoid miscalculations and give both parties a 
stake in the prevailing strategic situation—potentially helping to keep 
crises to a minimum. Concurrently, with regime change off the table due 
to North Korea’s nuclear arsenal, the United States can set to work fostering 
a viable deterrence regime by focusing additional resources on ascertain-
ing the scope of the DPRK nuclear arsenal and determining how best to 
keep North Korea from crossing American red lines.68

South Korea and Japan could also fulfill their security needs within this 
emerging framework. With overt North Korean nuclear swaggering on 
the decline, pressure for South Korea and Japan to respond in similarly 
assertive fashion—including debates over acquiring their own nuclear 
weapons—are poised to wane.69 Given the aforementioned South Korean 
and Japanese outreach to North Korea amid efforts to sustain US–South 
Korean and US- Japanese relations, this solution could involve a combina-
tion of sticks and carrots encouraging all parties to avoid provocative actions 
while hedging against DPRK backsliding.

China may gain as well.70 With the threat of a US- led military campaign 
against North Korea substantially reduced, China now has comparative 
stability on its northeastern flank. Furthermore, the better North Korean 
relations with the United States and US partners become, the lower the 
potential for North Korea to trigger a crisis that ensnares China and the 
greater China’s ability to set the pace and tone of diplomatic develop-
ments in Northeast Asia. As such, China can focus on ensuring that North 
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Korea does not collapse due to internal pressures; much like the Soviet 
Union with East Germany during the Cold War, China’s role becomes 
sustaining its client’s survival from within rather than beating back threats 
from without. In sum, the emerging settlement embraces the existing terri-
torial and security division in Northeast Asia while implicitly recognizing a 
Chinese sphere of influence, thus giving China incentives to manage its 
area judiciously.71 Even if China seeks to change Asia’s security and eco-
nomic order writ large, the approach described above creates room for 
competition to remain comparatively peaceful and regulated.

Finally, it is plausible to expect North Korea to embrace the nascent 
settlement. With its nuclear arsenal intact for the indefinite future, security 
guarantees from the United States, and ongoing diplomatic engagement 
from South Korea and Japan, North Korea’s strategic position is the best 
it has been in some time.72 The DPRK may also gain more in the future if 
diplomatic negotiations with the United States and other vested parties 
result in sanctions relief and growing economic opportunities.73 The cost 
of these gains is its formal commitment to denuclearization—including a 
potential roadmap to this end,74 tacit agreement not to overtly flaunt its 
nuclear weapons capability,75 and greater subservience to Chinese influ-
ence.76 In effect, North Korea would gain substantial independence from 
external challenges in exchange for embracing its client state status.

Critics might argue that the United States has been here before. After 
all, this is not the first time the United States, the DPRK, and other actors 
have negotiated over the DPRK nuclear program. Furthermore, many of 
the prior offers—for instance, the 1990s- era quid pro quo of international 
economic assistance in return for North Korea freezing its nuclear efforts—
echo elements of deals under discussion today.77 One might therefore 
wonder whether and why a potential settlement is possible today when 
previous bargains fell by the wayside.78

These parallels are deceiving. The current situation in Northeast Asia is 
different than in times past owing to the fundamental change in the distri-
bution of power wrought by the DPRK’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. In 
fact, the source of the potential settlement described here is the very thing 
that seems to make the arrangement implausible: North Korea’s ability to 
target the United States and American allies with nuclear weapons and 
the United States’ comparative inability to deprive the DPRK of its 
nuclear option.79 Put differently, a Northeast Asian settlement might have 
appeared attainable in the past. Still, the inability of the United States to 
either guarantee North Korea’s existence or accept a nuclear North Korea, 
the threat this ambiguity posed to North Korea and China, and North 
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Korea’s inclination to needle the United States and its allies made a deal 
near impossible. However, with North Korea’s existence virtually ensured 
by its nuclear arsenal and—potentially—American guarantees, the distri-
bution of power and interests in Northeast Asia is much clarified.80 The 
United States has effectively reached the extent of its power and influence 
in the region. North Korea has found a way to ensure its survival but can 
most benefit from this situation only by working with long- standing allies 
and adversaries. China need no longer fear entrapment or the loss of its 
ally, but it must find new ways of managing its client. Like the US- Soviet 
settlement after the mid-1960s, the prospective security structure in 
Northeast Asia—inadvertent and unexpected though it might be—may 
be the least of several evils for the actors involved as each needs to adapt 
to the new strategic environment. Incentives for the actors involved to 
negotiate and operate within limits have increased commensurately.81

Steps and Missteps: Getting to a Settlement

Again, there is no guarantee this settlement will come to fruition or 
prove sustainable. On one level, given the Trump administration’s ad hoc 
approach to foreign policy and internal fissures, it is unclear whether the 
United States will remain interested in the Singapore deal or judge North 
Korea a viable partner. Particularly as evidence mounts that North Korea 
may not be moving toward denuclearization, the current US administration—
which has previously delayed and threatened to cancel negotiations in response 
to DPRK intransigence—may decide to change course.82 Similar prob-
lems involve North Korea, which has a track record of backtracking on 
agreements no longer seen to suit its interests and a tendency of lashing 
out if it feels threatened.83

Obtaining a settlement may also be difficult due to ongoing tensions in 
the US- South Korea and US- Japan alliances. Since 2017, US relations 
with its allies have degraded owing to disputes over the cost of stationed 
US forces, criticism of allied economic behavior, and suggestions that the 
United States might more generally reduce ties with long- standing partners. 
In response, South Korea and Japan have reportedly moved to debate ways 
of providing greater security for themselves and, in particular, considered 
acquiring nuclear weapons of their own.84 Should the latter come to pass 
in unregulated fashion, it risks antagonizing North Korea and China by 
rendering US- backed security guarantees moot and setting the stage for 
regional insecurity spirals that would make any settlement immaterial.85 
Ultimately, securing a settlement requires carefully adjudicating the role 
and capability of current US alliances in any arrangement. Whether the 
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Trump administration is able or willing to engage its partners to obtain a 
settlement—let alone whether South Korea and Japan will trust the 
United States’ initiatives—remains unclear.86

Moreover, even if a settlement comes into being, sustaining it may not 
be a straightforward task. The Cold War experience is instructive. After 
the mid-1960s, American and Soviet policy makers were vexed with 
domestic and international pressures to ignore their tacit settlement. This 
situation compelled them to actively manage domestic and international 
audiences to forestall a return to early Cold War tensions (an effort that 
was only somewhat successful).87 Similar dynamics are possible in Northeast 
Asia. On the American side, sustaining a settlement will require reining in 
foreign policy hawks reluctant to allow the DPRK to de facto retain a 
nuclear arsenal (or seek regime change for other reasons).88 The United 
States will also need to find a way of engaging allies fearful of conflict with 
North Korea yet also averse to letting a neighboring state enjoy a local 
nuclear advantage.

North Korea has problems, too. Kim’s rule appears intact, but changes 
in the DPRK leadership and/or internal unrest could imperil the arrange-
ment. Likewise, North Korea’s leaders may be disinclined to accept living 
with the status quo or to permit China to dominate North Korean inter-
national fortunes.89 The DPRK may also try to use its nuclear assets to 
extract additional concessions, leaving the United States in the fraught 
position of either conceding to North Korean demands or risking the failure 
of a framework in which it has invested much of its own time and energy.90 
China, meanwhile, will need to corral a nuclear- armed client. None of 
these tasks are simple. Even if a settlement emerges, it may be fragile and 
fraught with risks.

Despite these uncertainties, securing a settlement in Northeast Asia 
may be a productive way of reducing one of the most troublesome spots in 
US foreign relations. To boost the chances of success, the United States 
should proceed along several tracks. First, the United States and its 
partners need to continue outreach to North Korea. Rather than immediate 
denuclearization, the objective should be establishing a process that links 
sanctions relief and security guarantees for North Korea to a plan delineat-
ing particular North Korean actions and policies that reinforce the claim 
of North Korea’s eventual denuclearization.91 Denuclearization is unlikely 
to occur, but creating a framework will give policy makers in the United 
States, North Korea, and other states political maneuvering room while 
dampening North Korean insecurities. At the same time, affording North 
Korea something of value gives it a stake in the status quo and provides 
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the United States leverage if North Korea tries extorting further conces-
sions (for instance, by threatening the resumption of nuclear tests). Plainly 
stated, this effort raises the costs of North Korea challenging the settlement.

Second, the United States should quietly make clear to China what the 
United States expects from the future China- DPRK relationship and 
consider what China seeks from the United States in kind. In other words, 
diplomatic discussions between China and the United States will be 
needed to deconflict expectations while arriving at a common understand-
ing of what the Northeast Asian settlement does and does not entail.92 
These discussions cannot cover every twist and turn of Northeast Asian 
relations. Likewise, policy makers will need to find some way of isolating 
discussions on North Korea from more conflictual elements of the US- China 
relationship, including economic tensions and disputes in the South and 
East China Seas.93 Still, as a way of creating a common reference point, 
engagement with China can mitigate the risk that unexpected events or 
developments in other portions of US- China relations will negatively 
affect Northeast Asian security.94

Third, and relatedly, the United States should begin working with China 
to facilitate Chinese leverage over North Korea. This will be no easy task. 
During the Cold War, the United States’ ability to influence European allies 
with nuclear arsenals (e.g., France and Britain) was considerably more lim-
ited compared to those lacking them (e.g., West Germany). In fact, owing 
to their comparatively greater security, nuclear- armed clients were occasion-
ally able to exert a significant degree of independence—as, for instance, 
Britain showcased during the Suez crisis.95 With North Korea likely retain-
ing a nuclear arsenal, China’s ability to shape North Korean fortunes will be 
similarly constrained. To maximize Chinese influence, the United States 
should therefore encourage China to reinforce its economic and security ties 
with North Korea. Ideally, the growth of bilateral China–North Korean ties 
will discourage North Korea from brandishing its nuclear sword at the first 
sign of future trouble by providing the Chinese government with tools to 
influence and restrain Pyongyang’s decision making.96

Fourth, American policy makers need to find a way of balancing allied 
efforts to engage North Korea with (1) reciprocal allied interest in sustain-
ing security ties with the United States and (2) the risk that too little 
intra- alliance coordination could prompt US allies to hedge against the 
DPRK in ways that disrupt ongoing diplomatic bargaining. That is, a 
pathway is needed to simultaneously reassure and engage US allies as a 
settlement comes to fruition while giving them enough independent 
leeway to engage North Korea as they see fit. To this end, the United 
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States should consider stepping up ongoing consultations with its partners 
before and after talks with the DPRK.97 A multilateral approach is un-
necessary; in fact, it may be counterproductive by limiting North Korea’s 
ability to envision a beneficial shift in the regional diplomatic environment 
from a settlement. However, US policy makers should work with American 
allies to discuss the broad parameters of what an ideal settlement would 
entail. Along the way, it might also be advantageous for the United States 
to sequence its intra- alliance ambitions so efforts to adjust the alliances’ 
security and economic provisions (e.g., reducing US security commit-
ments and allied economic offsets for the US military presence) occur after 
negotiations with the DPRK mature. These steps would not only help 
address allied insecurities in the near term, but they allow any future 
adjustments to account for North Korea’s evolving role in Northeast Asia.

Finally, the Trump administration will need to reorient the US policy- 
making establishment toward the steps needed to structure and sustain a 
settlement. This does not mean simply engaging and rewarding DPRK 
behavior. Rather, and much like the US- Soviet relationship from the 
mid-1960s onward, resources must be devoted to acquiring the intelli-
gence and military tools needed for a stable deterrence relationship with 
the DPRK.98 At the same time, US leaders should facilitate a domestic 
political consensus in favor of the emerging settlement. This may be an 
especially challenging endeavor. At root, the initial decision to meet with 
the North Korean leader was a stark departure from normal policy making. 
Now, US diplomacy in Northeast Asia is taking on an increasingly partisan 
cast as many Democrats and Republicans question the president’s 
approach.99 To avoid having future US policy makers back away from any 
settlement and to put US policy on a sound long- term footing, the Trump 
administration will need to earn the support of key decision makers and 
stakeholders across the policy- making and procedural spectrum.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the United States has failed in its stated goal of denuclearizing 
North Korea. This situation is unlikely to change in the future. Nonetheless, 
this outcome should not blind us to the broader strategic consequences of 
US diplomacy. On the horizon is a potential pathway for a Northeast 
Asian settlement where the Koreas, the United States, China, and Japan 
can each live within the status quo. There is no guarantee that the potential 
described in this article will be reached. Furthermore, even if a settlement 
takes shape, it will take real efforts by policy makers over the long term to 
see the arrangement sustained. Still, durable settlements in international 
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politics are not always immediately apparent; sometimes they develop infor-
mally if not tacitly and emerge only after periods of tension, posturing, and 
disappointment. Just as the early Cold War unexpectedly fostered a secu-
rity system in which the United States, European actors, and the Soviet 
Union could survive and bargain, so too may an analogous arrangement be 
possible in Northeast Asia. The United States has thus far failed to denuclear-
ize North Korea, but this failure may be an inadvertent success. 
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 PERSPECTIVES

The INF Treaty: 
Pulling Out in Time

alexander lanoszka

Abstract

The Trump administration has suspended its obligations under the 
Intermediate-   Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. Critics of this 
decision argue that it is strategically unwise: it hands Russia a pro-

paganda victory, widens existing divisions among its NATO allies, and risks 
an arms race in Europe. Such criticisms are overstated, however. What—if 
any—propaganda benefits the Kremlin may enjoy will be outweighed by 
the backlash to its own aggressive behavior. NATO members have so far 
supported the United States’ decision. A global arms buildup is underway, 
but budgetary considerations and the nature of the military environment 
in Europe will inhibit any US-   Russia arms race from spiraling. Rather 
than being an end unto itself, the very purpose of an arms control agree-
ment like the INF Treaty was to ensure mutual vulnerability—a condition 
that will still hold between Russia and the United States. Nevertheless, 
withdrawing from the INF Treaty could improve the US security posture 
against Russia and China in a manner that improves deterrence.

*****

On 2 February 2019 the Trump administration announced the suspen-
sion of its obligations under the Intermediate-   Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty. Ratified in 1988 by the United States and the Soviet Union, this 
arms control agreement banned all ground-   based missiles and launchers 
of ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers. The INF Treaty partly 
derived its significance from being the first major arms control treaty 
between the two superpowers that called for the elimination of weapons 
that were already deployed. Previous arms control treaties only stipulated 
production and deployment limitations.1 As such, the INF Treaty helped 
boost confidence between two rival superpowers and contributed to the 
end of the Cold War. But by the time Donald Trump became the US 
president, it was moribund. The Obama administration had already accused 
Russia of violating the treaty. For its part, Russia had already signaled its 



The INF Treaty: Pulling Out in Time

STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019  49

interest in renegotiating it to involve other countries like China. Russia 
has even accused the United States of breaking the treaty with the deploy-
ment of a missile defense system in Europe. Nevertheless, critics of the 
Trump administration’s decision to suspend its treaty obligations contend 
that doing so hands the Kremlin a propaganda victory, in addition to trig-
gering an arms race and sowing discord among allies. However, such 
criticisms are overstated. Indeed, arms control agreements are means to an 
end rather than ends unto themselves. If the desired ends are not being 
realized, then the means must change. Although the Trump administra-
tion must articulate more clearly its strategy for moving forward in the 
post-   INF world, the decision may prove to be the correct one, especially if 
it allows the United States to put more pressure on China and Russia.

To appreciate the significance of the INF Treaty and what implications 
its demise has—or does not have—for European security today, a brief 
overview of the treaty is necessary. How Russia has violated the treaty is 
instructive as is the impetus for US withdrawal, the key criticisms of with-
drawal, and the current theater context.

Origins and History of the INF Treaty

The basic problem that confronted US and other Western defense plan-
ners during the Cold War pertained to the military balance. The Soviet 
Union and the Warsaw Pact enjoyed numerical superiority in conventional 
forces in Europe. Owing to the expense of keeping large standing armies 
in peacetime and the political controversies that would attend any major 
buildup of West German forces, the United States sought recourse in its 
nuclear weapons arsenal to deter any significant Soviet aggression. The 
United States introduced shorter-   range, so-   called tactical nuclear weapons 
for battlefield use in theaters of operations close to where adversaries re-
sided. Treaty allies like West Germany, Japan, and South Korea hosted 
these weapons on their own territory under special arrangements that 
were eventually designed to mitigate any risk of theft or unintended use. 
These weapons included artillery, ballistic missiles of various ranges, cruise 
missiles, and gravity bombs that could be fitted on fighter aircraft.

To cover a broad range of military contingencies and to take advantage 
of recent technological advances, the United States and its NATO partners 
improved the quality of their conventional forces in Europe and began to 
deploy tactical nuclear weapons, especially in West Germany.2 By the early 
1960s, NATO appeared to have more options for confronting the Soviet 
military threat on the battlefield, with “flexible response” being the strategy 
embraced by the alliance to modulate its use of conventional and nuclear 
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weapons in accordance with the type of aggression that the Soviet Union 
might undertake. If the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact did launch an 
attack against Western Europe, then short-   range tactical nuclear weapons 
could slow, if not stop it, with decision makers on both sides having—in 
theory at least—opportunities to de-   escalate the confrontation.3 To be 
sure, whether operational plans for wartime really changed with “flexible 
response” is debatable: according to historian Francis Gavin, the notion 
that nuclear escalation could be controlled was fiction.4 Still, nuclear 
weapons were the basis for deterring any major attack by Warsaw Pact 
forces, even if it was exclusively conventional. This state of affairs persisted 
after the Soviet Union attained strategic parity with the United States in 
the mid-1960s.

In the late 1970s the Soviet Union began to replace the SS-4 and SS-5 
theater ballistic missiles with the SS-20.5 This intermediate-   range missile 
could strike targets in Western Europe but not those in North America, 
thereby exposing a gap in NATO’s deterrence posture. At the time, Wash-
ington could either unleash nuclear weapons based in the continental 
United States on Soviet cities or could authorize their battlefield use in 
the heart of Europe. It lacked the ability to attack Soviet cities with nuclear 
weapons forward deployed in Western Europe. West German chancellor 
Helmut Schmidt famously highlighted this gap in a speech delivered at 
the International Institute for Strategic Studies in London in October 
1978.6 US decision makers initially were reluctant to address these con-
cerns. President Jimmy Carter wanted to pursue nuclear disarmament, 
whereas his national security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, believed that 
“the Soviets would not use nuclear weapons first and might be restrained 
even if they had superiority in nuclear weapons.”7 A State Department 
briefing memo admitted that “in military terms, the SS-20 has not . . . much 
undermined NATO doctrine.”8 Yet something had to be done. Unfortu-
nately, for Western European decision makers, the solution was not as easy 
as putting into place additional nuclear deployments in Europe that could 
attack the supply lines and rear-   guard forces of the Warsaw Pact if neces-
sary. Public opinion in West Germany was becoming antinuclear, with the 
new deployments having the potential to undermine East-   West détente 
and West Germany’s foreign policy of Ostpolitik. These concerns mat-
tered for Chancellor Schmidt if he wished to retain the support of the 
Free Democratic Party for his ruling coalition in the late 1970s.9

The solution that ultimately emerged was the dual-   track decision. To ad-
dress credibility concerns, NATO oversaw the deployment of 464 ground  -
launched cruise missiles and 108 Pershing II missiles in Western Europe. 
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According to historian Kristina Spohr Readman, alliance considerations—
rather than military ones—drove this particular track.10 The second track 
pertained to arms control. Rising antinuclear and pro-disarmament senti-
ments in Western Europe could not be ignored, and so the compromise 
was to link the new deployment to calls for the United States and the 
Soviet Union to work together toward reducing intermediate-   range nu-
clear forces from Europe.

These developments paved the way for what would become the INF 
Treaty. Of course, other factors pushed the two superpowers toward greater 
security cooperation. Not least among them were US president Ronald 
Reagan’s antipathy for nuclear deterrence and Soviet general secretary 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s desire to recalibrate Soviet foreign policy by re-
trenching strategically and pursuing rapprochement with the West. Still, 
the INF Treaty had both symbolic and military value once their two coun-
tries signed it in 1987 and ratified it the following year. Symbolically, the 
INF Treaty deepened trust between two rival superpowers and helped 
bring the Cold War to an end.11 Militarily, the treaty eliminated all land- 
based ballistic and cruise missiles and launchers with ranges between 500 
and 5,500 kilometers, regardless if they were nuclear-   armed or conven-
tional. It also provided for a robust inspections regime that would last 12 
years, ensuring that both sides would comply in destroying the banned 
weapons. It did allow air- or sea-   launched missiles, however.

Two items are worth highlighting. The first is that the large numbers of 
nuclear weapons in Europe—of intermediate ranges or otherwise—reflected 
both military and alliance considerations. US defense planners understood 
that Warsaw Pact forces enjoyed numerical superiority with respect to 
conventional military power. They also came to appreciate that threaten-
ing a nuclear response to Soviet aggression by unleashing weapons from 
the continental United States would not assure those allies that could be 
isolated and picked off. Nuclear weapons at various rungs of the escalation 
ladder appeared necessary for deterrence. Second, the INF Treaty itself 
was partly the product of alliance politics. The buildup of Pershing II mis-
siles in the early 1980s was a response to the SS-20 deployments. The 
United States initially did not want to pursue this buildup. But from the 
perspective of Western European allies like West Germany, the United 
States could only appear as a credible security guarantor if it at least 
matched Soviet capabilities. Ultimately, the INF Treaty benefited Euro-
pean security because it removed about 2,600 prohibited ground-   based 
missiles and launchers, which the Soviet Union had prioritized over air- 
and sea-   launched missiles. War in Europe would still be devastating, but 



52  STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019

Alexander Lanoszka

at least decoupling would not be as severe a problem for the United States 
as before.

The Twilight Years of  the INF Treaty

The 1990s passed without incident for the INF Treaty. Russia (and 
other post-   Soviet states like Ukraine) inherited the Soviet Union’s com-
mitment to the arms control initiative and continued to destroy nuclear 
weapons as part of a much larger effort to lighten its force posture. Al-
though Russia came to depend more on its nuclear arsenal to deter large- 
  scale conventional aggression, which in turn involved moving away from 
Soviet-   era declarations not to be the first to use nuclear weapons in a 
militarized conflict, no violations of the INF Treaty occurred.12

Unfortunately, the INF Treaty weakened over time. Although the INF 
Treaty was to last indefinitely, Article XI provided for regular or challenge 
(i.e., short-   notice) on-   site inspections to be operative for the first 13 years. 
Both the United States and Russia allowed this verification mechanism to 
expire without devising anything to replace it. Accordingly, national tech-
nical means of inspection such as satellite observation became the default 
tool for the signatories to monitor treaty compliance. Darya Dolzikova 
writes that the verification gap created by Article XI expiring “precluded 
the possibility of identifying and investigating [any] violation in a timely, 
rigorous and impartial manner.”13 As early as 1988 a US Senate Select 
Committee on Intelligence anticipated this concern. It determined that 
“in particular an illegal force of GLCMs [ground-launched cruise mis-
siles] could probably not be detected nearly as promptly nor with the same 
degree of confidence [as a ballistic system]. This is due to their much 
smaller size and to the fact that they are in almost all respects identical 
with and virtually indistinguishable from sea-   launched versions of the 
same missile.”14

To be sure, a Special Verification Committee remains in place, thus 
providing a forum for discussing potential instances of noncompliance. 
However, it does not conduct regular investigations or articulate the pro-
tocols for performing them.15 Geopolitics also strained the INF Treaty. In 
2007 the Russian secretary of defense at the time—Sergei Ivanov—
purportedly told his US counterpart Robert Gates that Russia’s withdrawal 
from the treaty was desirable because it would then have the means “to 
counter Iran, Pakistan, and China”—countries that sit either on or near its 
borders.16 Whether this exchange took place or not, Russia did try in 2007 
to multilateralize the treaty so other states could sign. It won US support at 
the UN General Assembly, but the effort languished.17
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Russian INF Violation

Rumblings about a possible Russian treaty violation began in the latter 
half of the 2000s. Diplomatic exchanges between the two countries in 
2013 touched on US concerns about Russia’s INF compliance, but the 
matter remained mostly rumor. Nevertheless, the controversy intensified 
in July 2014 with the State Department’s publication of the 2014 Com-
pliance Report and with President Barack Obama and Secretary of State 
John Kerry flagging the violation directly with their Russian counterparts, 
Vladimir Putin and Sergey Lavrov, respectively. A meeting convened in 
September 2014 specifically for addressing this issue failed to alleviate US 
concerns, with the Russian delegation denying that any violations took 
place at all and making counter-   accusations that Washington itself was in 
noncompliance. Efforts to address the matter persisted throughout 2015 
and 2016 but saw little success. The 2016 edition of the State Department’s 
Compliance Report found that a “cruise missile developed by Russia meets 
the INF Treaty definition of a ground-   launched cruise missile with a 
range capability of 500 km to 5,500 km, and as such, all missiles of that 
type, and all launchers of the type used or tested to launch such a missile, 
are prohibited under the provisions of the INF Treaty.”18 The US House of 
Representatives and the Senate demanded more information about Rus-
sia’s compliance record and beseeched President Obama to explain how 
he planned to address concerns about Russian treaty violation.19 The im-
passe persisted even after Donald Trump became US president. Though 
his administration initially signaled that the United States would remain 
in the INF Treaty, President Trump declared his intent for the United 
States to withdraw on 20 October 2018. Russia’s violation was not the 
only reason Trump gave to explain this decision. He noted that other 
countries like China were not party to the agreement. About six weeks 
later Secretary of State Mike Pompeo announced that the United States 
“has found Russia in material breach of the treaty and will suspend our 
obligations as a remedy effective in 60 days unless Russia returns to full 
and verifiable compliance.”20 Unsatisfied with how Russia responded to 
this announcement, the United States began the six-   month withdrawal 
period for exiting the treaty on 2 February 2019.

What exactly has been the purported violation? The Obama adminis-
tration was reluctant to disclose its evidence, encouraging experts to offer 
many conjectures as to which Russian missile contravened the INF Treaty.21 
Some alleged that the Obama administration sat on the information to 
avoid criticisms of its Russia reset policy and to shepherd the New Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) through Congress.22 A more 
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persuasive explanation is that because the United States has had to rely 
mostly on satellite observation to monitor Russian compliance, it needed 
more information before it could confidently raise the issue. Over time the 
United States became more forthcoming. In late 2017, Christopher Ford 
of the National Security Council revealed at the Wilson Center in Wash-
ington, DC, that the noncompliant GLCM was the Novator 9M729 (or 
to use the NATO designation, SSC-8 “Screwdriver”). It appeared that the 
9M729 missile might have been using the Iskander-   M launcher, which 
had been deployed in the Kaliningrad exclave in November 2017 after 
having already been fielded in the area for military exercises since at least 
2014.23 This specific launcher can carry short-   range ballistic missiles that 
can themselves carry different warheads, including nuclear ones. It has 
provoked much consternation in Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania because 
many of their urban and industrial centers fall within its 400–500 kilometer 
(250–310 mile) range. To return to compliance, Russia would have to 
agree to eliminate this launcher if it were ever used to test the offending 
missile.24 This would likely not happen.25 In November 2018, Director of 
National Intelligence Daniel Coats disclosed that “Russia began testing 
the missile in the late 2000’s and by 2015 had completed a comprehensive 
flight test program consisting of multiple tests of the 9M729 missile from 
both fixed and mobile launchers.” Specifically, he asserted that “Russia 
initially flight tested the 9M729—a ground based missile—to distances 
well over 500 [km] from a fixed launcher.”26 He did not offer further 
specifications about the actual missile. These tests presumably took place 
at facilities located in Kapustin Yar, a Russian launch and development 
site near the city of Volgograd. Slightly predating Coats’s remarks were 
statements by the Dutch and the German governments that supported 
the US position.27

Russia predictably responded that it had not tested the 9M729 to INF 
ranges. A war of words and presentations ensued. The United States ac-
cused Russia of trying to “obfuscate the nature of the program.”28 The most 
serious effort at rebutting US accusations occurred in a briefing given 
jointly by the Russian Ministries of Defense and Foreign Affairs. This 
briefing showcased the 9M729 missile container and launcher (but not the 
missile itself ) while emphasizing that it had a range of 480 km as opposed 
to the older, slightly shorter 9M728, which has a range of 490 km. No 
tests—at least those conducted between 2008 and 2014—exceeded the 
INF limit. The United States was unsatisfied with the Russian statement. 
Invitations to inspect the missile went unaccepted amid US doubts that 
they would reveal any information about its maximum range. As the State 
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Department website avers, “Russia has attempted to conceal the nature of the 
SSC-8 program by obfuscating and lying about the missile’s test history.”29

Russia has also sought to deflect blame by making counter-   accusations 
that the United States has itself been in violation.30 The main counter- 
accusation pertains to the US-   NATO missile defense program in Europe—
that is, the European Phased Adaptive Approach that has its main sites in 
Poland, Romania, and Spain with the full shield having its command and 
control in Ramstein, Germany. The Polish and Romanian sites are note-
worthy because they involve ground-   based AEGIS-   Ashore systems that 
have SM-3 Block IIA and Block IIB interceptors designed to defend 
against medium- and intermediate-   range missile threats. Russia alleges 
that the Aegis ashore system can be reprogrammed to launch cruise mis-
siles like the sea-   based Tomahawk and that the canisters used can fit 
nuclear-   tipped cruise missiles.31 According to the Russian view, these 
systems could be used to launch attacks against Russia, thereby undermining 
its own deterrent capabilities. As Alexey Arbatov writes, however, this pro-
gram “will have very little impact on the Russian nuclear deterrence 
potential—both in terms of the planned number of missile interceptors 
and their technical characteristics.”32 Some US analysts side with the Ar-
batov position. They argue that the limited range of the Aegis radar is 
useless for detecting and tracking long-   range missiles.33 Moreover, the 
system depends on more than just the Aegis radar since it can draw on 
external sources (e.g., new X-   band radar in Turkey).34 Finally, Russia 
charges that the target missiles (using Minuteman II motors) designed to 
test US missile defense interceptors run afoul of the INF Treaty. This alle-
gation has little foundation since the treaty “explicitly permits the use of 
older booster stages for research and development purposes, subject to 
specific Treaty rules. This includes their use as targets for missile defense 
tests.”35

 Impetus for US Withdrawal

In some ways Russia’s violation of the INF Treaty gave the legal pretext 
for the Trump administration to withdraw from the treaty to pursue a 
more competitive strategy vis-   à-   vis China.36 As indicated, Trump partly 
justified withdrawing the United States from the INF Treaty by invoking 
China. In his 2019 State of the Union address, he suggested that “perhaps 
we can negotiate a different agreement, adding China and others.”37 The 
geopolitical logic is straightforward. In the past 10 years, because it was 
not a signatory to the INF Treaty, China has been investing in ground- 
based intermediate-   range missile systems that serve in part to create an 
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antiaccess/area denial (A2/AD) bubble that will complicate efforts by the 
United States to operate within a theater of operations, let alone enter it, to 
defend an ally.38 According to a 2013 US National Air and Space Intelli-
gence Center report, “China has the most active and diverse ballistic 
missile program in the world,” with the most controversial missile being 
the ground-   launched, nuclear-   capable DH-10 missile.39 This cruise missile 
has a range of 1,500 kilometers. Moreover, China and Russia appear to be 
“on the verge of an alliance” as evinced by greater military-technological 
cooperation and personnel exchange, increased use of regular consulta-
tions, and the greater frequency of joint military exercises.40 From the 
perspective of the Trump administration, withdrawing from the INF 
Treaty accomplishes two objectives. First, it frees the United States to 
develop and to deploy land-   based systems that can counter Chinese sys-
tems, thereby improving deterrence and strengthening alliances. Second, 
Russian defense planners have voiced concerns about the rise of China in 
the past decade. Now Russia would be free to field intermediate-   range 
conventional and nuclear forces to shore up its deterrence measures re-
garding China.41 Doing so could create a security dilemma whereby Beijing 
may feel the need to develop further capabilities so as to strengthen deter-
rence against Russia. By sowing distrust in Sino-   Russian relations, the 
added pressure on Beijing in turn can relieve pressure on US allies and 
partners in the Western Pacific.

Some critics argue against such a strategy. They contend that US de-
ployments of land-   based intermediate-   range missile systems would desta-
bilize East Asia, encounter budgetary and technical challenges, and pro-
vide a costlier and superfluous alternative to existing systems.42 These 
arguments can be contradictory. Budgetary and technical considera- 
tions will blunt any destabilizing effect that a supposedly dangerous and 
expensive system might have. For instance, if Guam is the most feasible 
option for deploying land-   based intermediate-   range missiles systems, 
then this vulnerability should make these weapons less dangerous to 
China. Indeed, Beijing might even prefer that Washington spend money 
on more expensive systems—assuming that they are superfluous—that 
may have dubious strategic value. Still, critics leave unclear as to why 
China’s missile superiority in the Asia-   Pacific region itself is not destabi-
lizing but US efforts to address this imbalance would be. Moves toward 
parity should be welcomed because they promote stability by enhancing 
mutual vulnerability. Moreover, air- and sea-   launched systems could just 
as well be seen as destabilizing, especially if they are more survivable and 
delivered by platforms with stealth capabilities.43 Why one system is less 



The INF Treaty: Pulling Out in Time

STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019  57

stabilizing than the other is not necessarily obvious, especially if Chinese 
military and political leaders seem to have retained their faith in mini-
mal deterrence despite opting for greater ambiguity in their country’s 
nuclear posture.44

Propaganda, Arms Races, and Discord?

Critics have voiced concerns about what the INF Treaty’s demise means 
for international security. First, by electing to withdraw from the agree-
ment, the Trump administration handed Moscow a major propaganda 
victory. Second, with the INF Treaty gone, an unfettered nuclear arms race 
would ensue whereby both sides would try to deploy as many of the once- 
  banned missiles as they can in Europe. Third, terminating the treaty would 
undermine cohesion within US alliances. These concerns are overstated.

A Propaganda Victory?

Arms control advocates charge that withdrawing from the INF Treaty 
rewards Russian noncompliance with a propaganda victory. Moscow can 
now blame Washington for the demise of the INF Treaty.45 The reasoning 
here is specious. For one, the identity of the audience impressed by this 
supposed propaganda victory is never clear. US citizens tend to have stylized 
views on foreign policy and so in general would not appreciate the technical 
details surrounding the improper use of the 9M729 missile. The same 
could be said for most publics abroad. The Kremlin would have created a 
favorable narrative for Russian citizens regardless of US actions. Allied 
decision makers in Europe might be the audience, but they also have their 
own intelligence services to assess competing claims about INF Treaty 
violations in their own right. Indeed, NATO has unanimously expressed 
its support for the US position. For another, this argument implicitly as-
sumes that the propaganda victory borne by the US withdrawal outweighs 
the record of Russian noncompliance that triggered the withdrawal in the 
first place. In the days after the United States submitted its official notice 
for withdrawal, Russian minister of defense Sergei Shoigu signaled his 
country’s intent to create new land-   based missiles in the next two years. 
The short timeline suggests that it has already been developing what would 
have been noncompliant missiles.46 International audiences observe not 
only the US withdrawal from the INF Treaty but also Russian behavior 
more generally.
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Alliance Fragmentation?

Another critique is that the INF Treaty would intensify the ongoing 
crisis in transatlantic relations at a time when Trump has called into ques-
tion the contemporary relevance of NATO and sharply rebuked some of 
its members for not doing enough to contribute to the common defense 
burden.47 This fear has not yet been borne out. Although some arms 
control advocates might not find the case made by the United States for 
pulling out persuasive, the fact remains that NATO has so far shown 
unanimity on this issue. The reason is simple: Russia is guilty of violating 
the treaty while trying to undermine European security through various 
activities like disinformation campaigns, political meddling, nuclear sig-
naling, and the war in Ukraine.48

A deeper version of this critique raises the possibility that Russia may 
be trying to decouple some European allies not from the United States 
but from other European allies.49 By facing the prospects of nuclear re-
taliation, they might be less inclined to abide by Article 5 commitments 
and to support allies located on Russia’s borders. This danger is real. How-
ever, one must not overstate the newness of this problem. Precisely because 
they were already geographically removed from the Baltic region, some 
European allies do not share the threat assessments of Poland and the 
Baltic countries with respect to Russia. Indeed, France and Great Britain 
failed to respond meaningfully to Nazi (and Soviet) aggression against 
Poland—a treaty ally for each of them—when nuclear weapons did not 
yet exist. The intramural debates over European Union sanctions typify 
the major differences of opinion that abound among member states over 
how to confront Russia. Disagreements exist even over the desirability 
and effectiveness of nuclear deterrence in Europe.50 One reason why, for 
example, Polish leaders prefer to work with the United States is because 
they somewhat distrust their Western European counterparts.51 Intra  -
European decoupling might widen with Russian INF forces, but the 
problem has long existed.

The alliance-   centered critique of the INF withdrawal thus assumes that 
fragmentation will be less intense if the Trump administration chooses to 
stick with the agreement. Yet, as Michael Kofman notes, “if only one party 
is complying with the deal, then it ceases to be an instrument of arms 
control and becomes a unilateral act of self-   restraint.”52 Even more than 
disrupting the fiction of arms control, maintaining appearances might 
rattle those allies most worried about the Russian threat. They might be-
lieve that the United States will allow Russia to covertly build up its 



The INF Treaty: Pulling Out in Time

STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019  59

capabilities and to act with impunity simply to uphold a US commit-
ment to agreements.

An Arms Race?

The most significant criticism of the withdrawal decision warns that 
this move would lead to an unfettered arms race between the United 
States and Russia.53 Some observers even add that Russia has a head start 
thanks again to its record of noncompliance—a fear that Russia seems to 
have already validated by proclaiming its intent to introduce new land  -
based missiles in the near term.

How likely is it that a nuclear arms race might break out? Certainly, 
nuclear-weapon states have begun making adjustments to their arsenals in 
the last decade. China has upgraded its nuclear forces to make them more 
mobile and thus more survivable as a retaliatory force.54 Great Britain and 
France have each embarked upon replacing their current fleet of nuclear  -
powered ballistic submarines.55 In the context of the US-   Russian relation-
ship, Austin Long observes that “Russia is also expanding its arsenal to 
include new systems [such as the SS-8],” whereas “US nuclear moderni-
zation concentrates on replacement, rather than expansion.”56 Indeed, as 
some have observed, Russia “has continued or stepped up a number of 
worrisome nuclear policies already in place before the [2013–14] Euro-
maidan protests in Ukraine.”57 The real question is whether the end of the 
INF Treaty represents an inflection point in how nuclear-   weapon states 
like Russia and the United States will go about their nuclear acquisition 
efforts moving forward. The review of Cold War history earlier suggests 
that it would not be.

Recall that US and NATO defense planners leaned on nuclear deter-
rence to prevent even conventional military aggression by numerically su-
perior Warsaw Pact forces in Central Europe. The United States built up 
impressive stockpiles of strategic nuclear weapons to survive a massive 
bolt-   out-   of-   the-   blue Soviet strike—a fear encouraged by talk of bomber 
and missile gaps.58 In Europe, the United States introduced a suite of 
tactical nuclear weapons that would help disrupt, if not defeat, any large -
scale Soviet military assault and thus dispel allies’ concerns. In other words, 
theories of war precipitated the massive Cold War development and de-
ployment of nuclear forces. However, they do not have much relevance for 
the contemporary environment.
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Current Theater Context

Such theories of war do not make sense in the context of the current 
European theater. To begin with, NATO’s frontier shifted further east 
with the incorporation of the Baltic States and former Warsaw Pact coun-
tries like Poland. Russia has a robust military presence in Kaliningrad, 
which many analysts argue could be exploited to isolate in-   theater NATO 
forces or to cut off additional NATO forces from providing assistance to 
the Baltic States in the highly unlikely event of a large-   scale invasion.59 
Moreover, Belarus and Ukraine add a new geographical buffer. Although 
Belarus has a formal military alliance with Russia, its leaders have pushed 
back against the Kremlin’s efforts to strengthen Moscow’s defense ties. 
The Russian military presence on Belarusian territory is limited mostly to 
facilities and airfields that can hardly be called bases. Moscow cannot assert 
its own preferences on Minsk without imposing costs, not least because 
the latter may fear being dragged into the former’s disputes with NATO 
countries. Any significant, unforeseen buildup of Russian forces would 
likely be detectable, thus giving early warning to potential Russian belli-
cosity.60 Ukraine is already fighting an armed conflict with Russia, albeit 
through proxy forces that likely would have been defeated if they had not 
received major transfers of heavy equipment and other forms of support. 
Notwithstanding recent flare-   ups in the Sea of Azov area, the “frozen 
conflict” that persists in the Donbas suggests that Russia is either unwill-
ing or unable to escalate to annex that territory as it did with Crimea in 
early 2014. In fact, with the demise of the INF Treaty, Ukraine will also be 
free to invest in its missile capabilities. Doing so would also add pressure 
on Russia and enhance US leverage against it.61

The Baltic countries, and Poland to a lesser extent, are the most vulner-
able to Russian military aggression. A 2016 RAND report drew on war 
games to determine that Russian armed forces could take Riga and Tallinn 
within 72 hours. This assessment overstates the ease with which Russia 
could conquer Baltic territory through kinetic operations. For example, 
the modernization of its military has been uneven, its logistical supply 
networks remain underdeveloped, and any advanced preparatory buildup 
would lack the element of surprise. Closing the so-   called Suwałki Gap—
the singular land bridge between Poland and Lithuania connecting the 
Baltic countries with the rest of European NATO—would invite an esca-
latory response from NATO whereby any military forces staged in 
Kaliningrad and Belarus could be at risk. Such a large-   scale assault on 
these NATO countries is highly unlikely even by admission of many local 
defense planners.62 The most likely threat is subconventional, especially in 
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Estonia and Latvia where about a quarter of their national populations are 
Russian speaking. Finally, as Ulrich Kühn and Anna Péczeli observe, “even 
if Russia were to deploy a limited number of INF systems . . . such a de-
ployment would not immediately alter the overall military balance between 
NATO and Russia.”63 NATO will retain its conventional military superi-
ority, whereas Russia’s basic hold on local escalation dominance will persist. 
More bluntly, Poland and the Baltic countries have already been living 
within range of nuclear-   capable missiles.

The northeastern flank hardly resembles the Cold War’s Central Front. 
Does that mean nuclear weapons have no role whatsoever? No. One reason 
why Russia may be resorting to subconventional or so-   called hybrid 
actions against the Baltic countries is concern about the consequences of 
any large-   scale military aggression against them.64 An overt attack would 
trigger Article 5, which could set in motion escalatory dynamics that may 
be hard for any one side to contain. Some allege that Russia has a war   -winning 
nuclear doctrine envisioning the use of nuclear weapons to de-   escalate even 
those conflicts that it has started.65 If true, this strategic problem exists re-
gardless of whether the INF Treaty remains in force. Some observers are 
skeptical of such assessments: “escalate to de-   escalate” is either far too 
risky to be true or much more defensive than typically portrayed.66 At 
minimum, not unlike NATO’s flexible response in the Cold War, Russia’s 
nuclear doctrine does not foresee unilateral disarmament and the volun-
tary surrender to another great power in a major war. In sum, nuclear 
weapons will be useful largely for deterring a major military action rather 
than for compelling favorable results should deterrence fail.67

Finally, any prospective arms race in Europe would have to overcome 
budgetary barriers. According to the 2017 Congressional Budget Office 
report, “the plans for nuclear forces delineated in the Department of 
Defense’s (DoD’s) and the Department of Energy’s (DOE’s) budget 
requests for fiscal year 2017 would cost a total of $400 billion over the 
2017–2026 period.”68 Considering that the Republican Party has lost con-
trol of the House in the 2018 midterms and that Democrats wish to curb 
the defense budget in light of the growing deficit spending, the Trump 
administration may be hard-   pressed to find money for new INF systems. 
This constraint will also exist for Russia despite it having a head start in 
developing and deploying such systems. As Pavel Podvig observes, not-
withstanding the availability of internal funds for flight tests and advanced 
demonstrations, “the State Armament Program for 2018–2027, which 
was approved at the end of 2017 after a more than 2-year delay caused by 
the uncertain economic situation, did not include a number of projects 
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that were initiated by the industry and supported by the military.”69 To be 
sure, as Kofman counsels, the Russian defense budget—substantial as it 
is—has seen only modest cuts.70 Nevertheless, building up ground-   based 
cruise missiles and launchers in East Central Europe when Russia already 
has an A2/AD bubble in Kaliningrad will have to compete with other 
defense priorities, which include the war against Ukraine, the intervention 
in Syria, military infrastructure, and even domestic security services.

Conclusion: Arms Control Is Not an End but a Means

The arguments put forward against withdrawing from the INF Treaty 
are thus unconvincing. And indeed, it is worth recalling how, just before 
the INF Treaty was negotiated, Thomas Schelling penned an essay entitled 
“What Went Wrong with Arms Control?” in which he argued that advocates 
lost sight of the key features of weapons that could make them destabilizing. 
Specifically, he warned against the preoccupation with numbers “categories 
[that] relate to things like land, sea and air [rather than] strategic charac-
teristics like susceptibility to preemption or capability for preemption, [or] 
even relevant ingredients like warheads per target point, readiness, speed 
of delivery, accuracy or recallability after launch.”71 Schelling believed that 
one key feature important for strategic stability concerned mutual vulnera-
bility: that is, no one side should have an ability to carry out a disarming 
first strike. To be sure, this notion of strategic stability is problematic. Pen-
tagon decision makers have typically been uncomfortable with the vulnera-
bility it entailed, whereas the Kremlin generally does not understand strategic 
stability as a function of capabilities. Nevertheless, mutual vulnerability will 
likely persist despite the INF Treaty and global nuclear modernization 
efforts. Despite investments in counterforce capabilities and missile de-
fense, the United States will not be able to launch a disarming first strike 
against improved Russian nuclear capabilities. For its part, Russia appears 
more interested in “ensuring guaranteed retaliation” than gathering the 
capabilities necessary for “a successful counterforce attack” or “a damage 
limitation strategy.”72 Even if the United States were to close capability 
gaps vis-   à-   vis Russia’s nuclear posture, as some suggest, mutual vulnera-
bility will remain.73 Arms control advocates have neglected this enduring 
feature of the military balance.

By suspending its obligations under the INF Treaty, the Trump admin-
istration signaled that it would not engage in arms control initiatives for 
their own sake and that sometimes those initiatives are misaligned with 
the ends they purport to seek. Consider the 2018 National Defense Strategy 
(NDS). Recognizing Russia (and China) as strategic competitors, the 
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2018 NDS emphasizes deterrence but acknowledges that it does not 
emerge automatically. A competitive strategy must be vigorously pursued 
over the long term to shape the choices of adversaries in a favorable direc-
tion. As such, the NDS avers that “we [the United States] will challenge 
competitors by maneuvering them into unfavorable positions, frustrating 
their efforts, precluding their options while expanding our own, and forc-
ing them to confront conflict under adverse conditions.”74 This strategy 
might still accept a degree of mutual vulnerability, but it may seek to tip 
the balance further against Russia and China in a manner that improves 
the military balance in favor of the United States and its partners. These 
benefits may not materialize, thereby obliging the Trump administration 
to work in concert with allies in Europe and Asia to hold Russia account-
able for its violation of the arms control agreement and to contain the 
missile threats posed by Russia and China.

Although the United States has no plans for deploying previously 
banned missiles and launchers in Europe, as the Trump administration 
has maintained to date, withdrawing from the INF Treaty may pay impor-
tant dividends for US national security interests. First, it signals to Russia 
that treaties will not be upheld unilaterally if it violates them and that 
noncompliance creates reputation costs. Sending this signal can possibly 
foster alliance solidarity, as evinced by NATO’s response to the withdrawal 
thus far. Second, suspending its treaty obligations allows the United States 
and its allies greater flexibility toward Russia and China if in the future 
they feel that ground-   based systems do offer an advantage that they wish 
to exploit. That interest may not exist now, but the threat of such deploy-
ments could deter revisionism against US or allied interests.75 Third, if 
Russia decides to continue with developing intermediate-   range forces, 
then that could provoke a response from its neighbors. Specifically, China 
might be wary of Russian intentions and could put the brakes on their 
growing strategic alignment. Ukraine could also develop cruise missiles 
that hold Moscow at risk, thereby strengthening deterrence and dampen-
ing any incentive Russia might have for escalating in the Donbas region.

Any propaganda benefits the Kremlin may enjoy will be outweighed by 
the backlash to its own aggressive behavior. As for discord, NATO has so 
far been united behind the US decision to abrogate. While an arms buildup 
is underway, international, budgetary, and other constraints will keep it 
from intensifying. These benefits outweigh the costs associated with pull-
ing out of the INF Treaty.  
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Industrial Age Capacity at 
Information Age Speed

MaJ TiMoThy J. May, usaf

Abstract

This article examines the potential for a shift in defense logistics 
and the DOD’s relationship with industry to meet the logistical 
demands of the modern battlespace. The concept outlines solu-

tions that protect supply chains and manufacturing capabilities through 
increased agility, adaptability, and resilience. The article uses historical 
examples and a survey of technologies to make a case for change. It ex-
amines enabling technologies and offers an implementation strategy. Arti-
ficial intelligence (AI), robotics, big data resources, and ever-   improving 
manufacturing methods comprise the key enabling technologies. The 
implementation strategy involves establishing a market ecosystem that 
adequately protects intellectual property and does not jeopardize major 
contributors to the US economy. The US can evolve its industrial base to 
meet future logistical demands that spur innovation and sustain competi-
tion to emulate industrial age capacity at information age speeds. This 
change effectively pivots defense logistics from supply management and 
provision to a deployable, war materiel producing system. The emergent 
paradigm creates a force structure and manufacturing capability adaptable 
to the entire spectrum of conflict in an on-   demand capacity.

*****
The future of warfare is as much about manufacturing time as it is about 

manufacturing war materiel. In other words, great power conflict in the 
twenty-   first century foretells a strategic environment in which the US will 
not have the luxury of years of industrial mobilization and deployment. 
Conversely, the US cannot afford to maintain a war-   like footing in perpe-
tuity. It must evolve its force structure and manufacturing capabilities to 
emulate industrial age capacity at information age speeds. Defense logis-
tics must transition from a system of supply management to an organic 
manufacturing base that leverages advances in production techniques, 
automation, and AI. Evolving defense logistics and revamping the relation-
ship with industry will create a force structure and manufacturing capability 
adaptable to the entire spectrum of conflict in an on-   demand capacity. 
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This will allow the US to reduce its standing force structure by creating 
the ability to generate a force tailored to individual conflicts. The approach 
will allow the US to respond to any contingency with a hydralike force 
optimized for the task at hand. Coupling this change with a new acquisi-
tion model that leverages force structure in a way that demands from and 
rewards industry for continuous improvement will help the US remain 
technologically ahead of adversaries.

This article proposes a radical shift in defense logistics and the underlying 
strategy of acquisition to meet the demands of the modern battlespace 
while protecting its supply chains and manufacturing capabilities. First, it 
makes a case for change; then, it examines the enabling technologies, and, 
finally, it offers a strategy for implementation. Historical precedents, fiscal 
constraints, and inherent risks of the current defense industrial base mo-
bilization capabilities comprise the foundation of the rationale for change. 
The advancing capabilities of AI, robotics, big data resources, and ever-
improving manufacturing methods constitute the critical technologies 
challenging the current framework. The strategy for change involves 
establishing an appropriate force structure, DOD investment in manufac-
turing resources, streamlining the defense supply chain, and establishing a 
market ecosystem that adequately protects intellectual property and does 
not jeopardize major contributors to the US economy.

As with most transformational change, it should start by leveraging 
existing technologies in new and innovative ways because invention with-
out practicality offers limited utility. Those who optimize, simplify, or im-
prove often occupy prominent seats in history over those who invent or 
discover. Henry Ford did not invent the car just as Samuel Colt did not 
create the gun; however, their paradigm   -altering processes made the tech-
nology accessible to nearly everyone. Bill Gates and Steve Jobs did not 
invent the personal computer, but they made them ubiquitous. Innovation 
in conflict yields similar results. The type of innovation necessary to realize 
the full potential of the unique technologies at the forefront of the techni-
cal revolution requires a shift in focus. Many in the defense enterprise, 
both industry and the war fighter, recognize new technologies will wield a 
disruptive influence on the character of war. However, given the state of 
these technologies today, that vision often narrows in scope. The US may 
lack the time or ability to recover if it misses this opportunity for adopting 
and institutionalizing technologies such as AI and additive manufactur-
ing (AM) as it did with the airplane and the submarine. If adaptation is 
imperative for future ability, then to appreciate the potential for change 
as well as its complexity, one must bound the problem.



70  STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019

Timothy J. May

The Case for Change

Today’s defense industrial base consists of a rich subset of the economy 
fueled by the DOD’s enduring need to maintain its combat forces and an 
insatiable desire for new technology in pursuit of advantage over would-   be 
adversaries. An estimated 61,000 companies supply the DOD as prime 
vendors.1 The largest companies in the market include Lockheed Martin, 
Boeing, Northrop Grumman, and Raytheon; known as the “Big 5,” they 
account for the largest share of defense contracts due to their overall size 
and capacity.2 Notable programs include the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter 
(Lockheed Martin), KC-46 Aerial Tanker (Boeing), B-21 Long-Range 
Strike-   Bomber (Northrop Grumman), and BGM-109 Tomahawk Land 
Attack Missile (Raytheon). Scores of other vendors rest just below the Big 
5 in overall market share, providing a myriad of goods and services. Ven-
dors range from large companies, with revenue reaching into the billions, 
to small businesses providing niche items.3 The defense industrial base 
often works collaboratively across the enterprise on a massive program 
such as those identified above. The prime contractor for an aircraft may 
select a subcontractor for engines, ejection seats, avionics components, 
radar, and so on. This abundant ecosystem centered on defense merchants 
selling arms to the extensive professional forces of the US and its allies did 
not always exist.

The US experience with mobilization evokes images of inauspicious 
beginnings culminating in the triumph of overwhelming industrial might. 
From President Wilson’s war declaration in 1917 to first combat in 1918, 
the US took too long to fully mobilize and relied heavily on magnanimous 
allies. As A. B. Quinton, Jr. summarizes, “industrial activity more than 
fighting man-   power is the determining factor between success and failure 
of a military effort. . . . Considering the thousands of items required and 
their high rate of obsolescence due to constantly improved design.”4 The 
Second World War saw the US only slightly better prepared. Gilbert cites 
Lt Gen William Knudsen in explaining the national effort, “The first year, 
he said, was needed for tooling up, the second, for production. At the end of 
that time, it was his opinion that the United States could ‘write its own 
ticket.’ ”5 Great power competition, as described in the National Defense 
Strategy (NDS), will consume considerable resources.6 The only difference 
between future conflicts of this type and those in the past is that the US 
cannot expect a period of operational grace for mobilization. Major combat 
operations with a great power rival will likely occur at an unprecedented 
pace and consume resources at a rate overwhelming to the existing indus-
trial base.
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The changing landscape of the global environment drives the quest for 
radical change in defense acquisitions and logistics. Leaders focused on 
national security agree that the international order faces a return to great 
power competition.7 In this reemerging geopolitical environment, the US 
cannot afford for its innovation capacity to languish. The 2018 Science and 
Engineering Indicators Report by the US National Science Board revealed 
friend and foe nations alike rapidly closing the gap on a US lead in science 
and technology.8 In 2018, US spending in research and development 
(R&D) reached $496 billion with China close behind at $408 billion.9 In 
the years leading up to this report, China increased its R&D expenditures 
at a rate of 18 percent for nearly two decades.10 In the same period, US 
expenditures rose by only four percent.11 Furthermore, China “more than 
doubled” its market share of technologically advanced manufacturing, in-
cluding air and space vehicles, semiconductors, computers, pharmaceuticals, 
and precision measuring and control devices in the last ten years.12 The 
steadily dwindling advantage in science and technology held by the US 
manifests, in part, as growing concern about the stability and reliability of 
the industrial base.

Unpredictability in defense appropriations raises grave concerns in the 
industrial base’s continued position as a global innovation leader. A recent 
study by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) re-
vealed significant impacts upon the defense industrial base during the 
period including the Budget Control Act (i.e., sequestration) and unend-
ing continuing resolutions.13 According to Rhys McCormick et al., “Some 
sectors [of the defense industry] saw continual declines in contract obliga-
tions, while others experienced a whipsaw effect, swinging rapidly from 
growth to decline.” In particular, the CSIS report determined that “the 
data show that across most platform portfolios, R&D took disproportion-
ate cuts when compared to products and services.”14 In the US, the private 
sector dominates in applied research and experimental development while 
the university system drives basic research.15 The central role businesses 
play in R&D inextricably links the US innovation and industrial bases to 
marketability. When faced with tough financial decisions and uncertainty 
in the defense sector, the tens of thousands of vendors who comprise the 
industrial base opted for tried and true solutions over the internal explora-
tion of new capabilities.

Fielding and maintaining a force ideally suited for the widening spec-
trum of potential operations will likely prove increasingly cost prohibitive. 
The all-   volunteer force (AVF) already places tremendous strain on the 
defense budget in personnel expenses. Consequently, this constant pressure 
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increasingly diverts resources from infrastructure and equipment. As the 
character of war continues to evolve, so do its expenses. Adjusted to 2015 
dollars, a single B-17—a reusable bomber with strategic impact—cost 
$2.6 million.16 Conversely, one AGM-158B joint air-   to-   surface standoff  
missile–extended range ( JASSM-   ER)—a single use cruise missile—cost 
$1.3 million in 2015 dollars.17 As technology’s role on the battlefield con-
tinues to increase, the potential cost of a single volley could render military 
options economically unviable.

Without considerate appropriation of funds across the portfolio of 
national interests, the US risks crippling essential sectors of its economy 
and infrastructure via defense spending. The proposed defense budget for 
fiscal year 2018 included $574 billion—less overseas contingency op-
erations funding—and constituted approximately three percent of the US 
gross domestic product.18 The principal expenses include health care and 
services for defense personnel.19 Furthermore, the US faces the daunting task 
of simultaneously organizing, training, and equipping a force capable of 
engaging adversaries across the spectrum of warfare. NDS’s 4+1 concept 
explains the threat environment as one consisting of peer powers, regional 
disruptors, and nebulous insurgents.20 Attempting to field and sustain a 
force capable of responding to the breadth of threats described will likely 
prove increasingly prohibitive. Without essential changes to force struc-
ture and business practices, the DOD risks paralyzing any future NDS by 
attempting to maintain an impossible level of readiness without relief.

The twentieth century revealed that mobilizing for major conflict re-
quires time, and modern militaries face increasing pressure to prepare 
for myriad contingencies spanning the entire spectrum of warfare. The 
intrinsic link between logistics and warfare, the persistence of fiscal dis-
cipline in funding the DOD, and the threats presented by adversaries 
exploiting the changing character of war compel a new approach. Future 
conflicts will increasingly constrict the time available for mobilization and 
optimization. To maintain an advantage, the US must explore ways to 
manufacture time in every facet of its defense infrastructure. In his memoirs, 
Gen John J. Pershing assessed the American experience in the First World 
War: “We were called upon to make up in a few months for the neglect of 
years, during which self-   satisfied provincialism and smug complacency 
had prevented the most elementary efforts toward a reasonable precaution 
to meet such an emergency.”21 Moving forward, the US should carefully 
consider and adopt technologies with the greatest potential to stave off 
calamity as a result of delayed action while presenting would-   be adversaries 
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with force—and supporting infrastructure—capable of producing an end-
lessly variable repertoire of capabilities.

Enabling Technologies

Three key technologies will enable the US military’s transition into an 
organic, dispersed manufacturing base capable of providing adequate war 
materiel to the joint force at a much faster rate than today’s industrial base. 
Bolstered by the resilience inherent to dispersion and adaptability, AI, 
AM, and advanced robotics (AR) comprise the critical technologies 
capable of ushering in a revolution in military logistics and US force structure.

The eventual force structure change and manufacturing base involved 
heavily leverage AI as a force multiplier. For this reason, it is assumed that 
by 2040 AI will reach a technology readiness level that facilitates two 
essential capabilities. In operations, AI will enable combat employment by 
human-   machine teams. Utilizing the principle of “supervised autonomy,” 
human operators will act as small unit leaders for AI combatants. Recent 
experiments by the Air Force Research Lab (AFRL) and Army Research, 
Development, and Engineering Command demonstrated the potential of 
such collaborations. In collaboration with Lockheed Martin, AFRL re-
cently conducted the Have Raider experiments. In the experiment, a 
QF-16 aircraft, modified to fly autonomously, joined in formation with a 
human-   operated F-16 in the performance of a series of advanced flight 
and combat related tasks.22 Have Raider I proved the autonomous aircraft 
capable of operating in close formation with the human flight lead in which 
the “experimental F-16 autonomously flew in formation with a lead air-
craft and conducted a ground-   attack mission, then automatically rejoined 
the lead aircraft after the mission was completed.”  Have Raider II rapidly 
advanced the concept by achieving the following objectives in an ever-
changing environment: first, “autonomously plan[ning] and execut[ing] 
air  -to-   ground strike missions based on mission priorities and available as-
sets”; second, “dynamically react[ing] to a changing threat environment 
during an air- to-   ground strike mission while automatically managing 
contingencies for capability failures, route deviations, and loss of com-
munication”; and third, having “a fully compliant USAF Open Mission 
Systems software integration environment allowing rapid integration of 
software components developed by multiple providers.”23

The second critical component of AI in this endeavor relates to manu-
facturing. AI and autonomous systems will serve an expanding role in 
manufacturing operations, as evidenced by the increasing calls for alarm 
about its impact on the workforce. A recent report by the McKinsey and 
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Company consulting firm estimates that approximately “fifty percent of 
current work activities are technically automatable.”24 Consequently, if 
fully adopted by various industries, automation may displace 800 million 
full-   time employees worldwide by 2030.25 The potential exists to advance 
assembly lines and manufacturing processes from machine-   assisted opera-
tions to fully autonomous activities that exploit the force multiplying and 
time-saving potential of supervised autonomy.

The next key assumption involves the rapid progress of advanced manu-
facturing techniques. AM, known colloquially as 3-D printing, appeared 
in the 1980s; however, its disruptive potential emerged when coupled with 
advanced computing, new techniques, and previously unusable materials. 
Today, industries worldwide struggle to grasp the technology’s full poten-
tial. Emerging AM processes include materials ranging from plastics to 
metals and will likely touch every aspect of human life in the coming 
decades.26 Furthermore, as researchers mature the various AM methods, 
the processes become ever faster.27 By 2040, AM technologies will likely 
overcome the challenges associated with characterizing material and 
structure reliability, and the lengthy processes of today will see dramatic 
time reductions.

Discussions on the role of AM in manufacturing often dwell on quality 
concerns. How can a manufacturer assure a user that an additively manu-
factured part possesses the same properties as the original produced with 
traditional methods? The keys to success in improving AM speed and 
product quality assurance include continued improvement of the machines 
and their implements. Incorporating sensors to detect and correct anomalies 
during production improves quality control and assurance. An increas-
ing body of knowledge on the relationship between the AM process, 
feedstock, and key output properties continually bring AM closer to 
parity with traditional methods. However, the ultimate success of AM 
rests in entirely new designs. Those products entirely conceived of and 
produced with AM in mind will eventually displace comparisons to tra-
ditional methods.

AM constitutes a single tool in an expanding catalog of manufacturing 
resources. R&D at universities, national laboratories, and in businesses 
continually expand the capabilities of this unique technology. Researchers 
enjoy steady progress in overcoming challenges related to feedstock materials, 
improving product reliability and predictability, and continual decreases 
in the rate of production. AM will likely supplant traditional subtractive 
(e.g., lathe machining) as the preferred method for manufacturing parts 
in coming years; however, certain materials will remain best    suited for 
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traditional subtractive processes. The key to any successful manufactur-
ing strategy is an appreciation for the holistic value of multiple methods 
versus placing complete faith in one.

Coupling advances in AI and AM with innovations in robotics lays the 
foundation for fully autonomous assembly lines. Articulated industrial 
robots grow increasingly dexterous where dexterity is defined as “the variety 
of tasks that the system can complete, and also how well it can perform 
those tasks. . . . It is perhaps appropriate to classify the hand and arm as 
subsystems responsible for tasks of different scales, where the hand per-
forms fixing and fine manipulation and the arm handles gross positioning 
motions.”28 As developers iteratively advance and couple the individual 
capabilities of robotic arms and hands, these systems grow ever nearer the 
ability to duplicate work previously only the purview of skilled human 
laborers.29 As the manufacturing tools’ abilities progress and their poten-
tial becomes increasingly apparent, the feasibility of a transition to wide-
spread implementation across the defense enterprise grows.

Toward Implementation

In application, this concept enables the US to optimize the size of its 
standing force by simultaneously leveraging the capabilities inherent in a 
professional corps and the flexibility introduced by rapid manufacturing. 
The character of war today, and with an eye toward the future, hardly re-
sembles that of the twentieth century; however, new manufacturing and 
procurement methods renew the potential of an “on demand” force. Con-
sider the fighter squadron: a typical squadron consists of 18–24 aircraft 
and 20 pilots.30 The Air Force currently fields 55 fighter squadrons but 
hopes to expand to 60.31 For air operations alone, a healthy fighter force 
requires 990–1,320 aircraft and about 1,100 pilots. Expanding to 60 
squadrons would necessitate an additional 100 pilots and 90–120 aircraft. 
Adopting a force structure that leverages human-   machine teams, in which 
human flight leaders command three semi-   autonomous fighters in four- 
ship formations, yields two possible outcomes for the USAF. First, in the 
current manpower arrangement, the USAF increases its employable 
fighter potential (assuming 20 aircraft per squadron) by a factor of three. 
A single 20-pilot fighter squadron possesses the capacity to launch 80 
combat sorties; 55 squadrons suddenly resemble 165. Alternatively, the 
USAF could maintain 60 fighter squadrons with just a fraction of the 
current number of fighter pilots. Five pilots and 15 drones maintain the 
combat potential of current squadrons—a 75 percent reduction in man-
power. Furthermore, when considering attrition, and with a three-   to-   one 
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ratio of humans-   to-   machines, squadrons will remain combat capable 
much longer than those comprised entirely of human pilots. The ability 
to maintain or dramatically increase combat capacity in this way holds 
great potential for offsetting or reducing the expense of maintaining a 
high-   quality AVF.

Health care was identified earlier as the greatest expense in the annual 
defense budget, and the DOD routinely seeks opportunities to offset such 
costs. Proposed flattening or reductions in benefits inflame the sense that 
the government cannot provide adequately for its forces.32 In that same 
vein, base realignment and closure initiatives raise the ire of lawmakers 
concerned by the economic impacts on their constituents.33 By leveraging 
on-demand manufacturing, the DOD could reduce or justifiably offset 
the stifling expense of providing for its Airmen. Maintaining combat po-
tential with a reduced number of pilots in human-   machine teams trans-
lates directly to lower force maintenance costs.

Sizing the standing force, including assets and personnel, using the 
on-   demand concept requires careful consideration of the global security 
environment, national security objectives, and the NDS. Undersized 
fielded forces may not hold the line until reinforcements can reach the 
fight. Oversized fielded forces may cripple the economy. Similarly, malaise 
in the defense industrial base may leave it unable to respond in times of 
national crisis. Defense mobilization, whether in the historical context 
of a major industrial endeavor requiring months to years, or one potential 
future enacted over the course of hours, to days, hinges on the balance of 
standing force ability and readiness with production speed and capacity. 
On-   demand manufacturing resources must provide the speed to account 
for expected combat losses and the capacity to generate supplemental war 
materiel necessary to sustain operations. The worst-   case scenario, logisti-
cally, of major combat operations versus a peer nation offers an optimal 
baseline for requirements as any lower-intensity operations should fall 
within the abilities of the manufacturing base. Once the DOD adequately 
evaluates the necessary criteria, it can issue requirements for its fielded 
forces and manufacturing capacity.

The US government and its industrial base should invest heavily in the 
tools and technologies necessary to improve indigenous resources for AM 
machines, AR technologies, and AI algorithms. General Electric (GE) 
currently leads US companies in AM capacity. In 2016, GE purchased 
controlling shares in the Swedish company Arcam AB and continues to 
scour the globe for additive and advanced manufacturing technologies to 
expand its repertoire of capabilities.34 Despite the presence of a major US 
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company in this sector, the US still lacks the indigenous capacity necessary 
for overall supremacy. The quest for market advantage by US companies 
mirrors the necessity of the US military to maintain an advantage over its 
would-   be adversaries. In Restoring American Power, Sen. John McCain 
stated, “If all we do is buy more of the same, it is not only a bad invest-
ment; it is dangerous. We must rethink how our military projects power, 
invest in new capabilities and devise new ways of operating.”35 Standing at 
the precipice of major technological change in conjunction with the fourth 
industrial revolution, the US can position itself to seize the initiative and 
maintain dominance as the character of war evolves once more.

By procuring manufacturing tools necessary for such production capacity, 
the US can stave off the operational challenges imposed by delays associated 
with mobilizing the industrial base. Mark Cancian of CSIS notes the 
perils of assuming the industrial mobilization schedule that occurred 
during the Second World War retains any relevance in modern and future 
conflicts on a major scale. “In fact, after about nine months of intense peer 
conflict, attrition would grind the US armed forces down to something 
resembling the military of a regional power. . . . This state of affairs arises 
because the US government has not thought seriously about industrial 
mobilization.”36 It took many months for the US to fully mobilize during 
the two World Wars without a direct attack on the homeland. The 
potential for an attack on the industrial base, vital supply chains, or criti-
cal infrastructure—in areas previously perceived as sanctuaries—via cyber-
space only increases the impetus for a new approach. Integrating 
manufacturing capacity into the logistics and industrial bases in ways 
that can substantially bolster the force structure introduces agility and 
capacity unprecedented in warfare. Furthermore, this research, develop-
ment, and investment strategy creates opportunities for the US to ad-
vance, understand, and protect technologies destined to serve both civil 
and military utilities.

The idea of the government assuming responsibility for production 
invariably raises flags over potential technology stagnation or wilting 
competition in a critical national sector. However, regarding the resul-
tant manufacturing enclaves as deployable entities rather than factories 
or business competitors offers one way of assuaging such concerns. This 
construct alleviates much of the uncertainty that disrupts the industrial 
base, such as up-front expenses incurred by companies to tool factories 
for specific production lines despite the risks of reduced or discontinued 
orders. If manufacturing is procured and maintained like other major 
defense programs, the DOD can leverage its experience in sustaining 
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and improving fielded designs. Additionally, weaponizing the industrial 
base in this way introduces an entirely new sector for competition as 
companies compete to provide, and the DOD strives to field, subse-
quent generations of manufacturing capabilities. Sharing the workload 
in this construct enables the industrial base to continue developing 
manufacturing tools. Perhaps most importantly, this approach frees 
critical resources within the industrial base for increased and uninter-
rupted R&D pursuits.

Weaponizing the tools of manufacturing fuels competition among the 
defense industrial base. According to the 2018 CSIS report analyzing the 
impact of sequestration, “the number of prime vendors was reduced by 
roughly 20 percent or about 17,000 vendors.”37 When uncertainty strikes, 
many suppliers of military goods cannot endure. The current market re-
sulted from decades of asset consolidations as the United States navigated 
the Cold War, its aftermath, and the conflicts that shaped the decades 
bridging the twentieth and twenty-   first centuries. If the DOD maintains 
the major industrial resources for production, the cost of entry into com-
petition lowers. A defense vendor with a winning design and viable pro-
duction requirements does not require the massive industrial footprint 
necessary to manufacture hundreds of thousands of units. Conceivably, a 
small start-   up capable of producing a quality prototype could compete as 
an equal with any of the Big 5 vendors.

Incentivizing private industry in this model requires a shift in the types 
of goods produced and the nature of defense contracts. Today, the com-
panies that comprise the defense industry operate on the expectation that 
they will win a contract then produce the hardware associated with that 
contract. Such contracts include major weapons systems with intended 
service lives spanning decades, and the winning supplier pours tremen-
dous resources into production. Adapting to an on-   demand force means 
significant changes to this paradigm. First, weapons system designs would 
transition to something more akin to “software as a service.” The DOD 
will still award contracts, but rather than winning the opportunity to pro-
duce a set number of units, the supplier commits to a number and fre-
quency of updates or design improvements for a set period. Instead of 
buying 1,000 F-35As, the Air Force buys Lockheed Martin’s time and 
resources to mature the F-35 from models A through H over 20 years. 
The success of companies like Amazon and IBM that offer software as a 
service prove how lucrative this model can be. Private industry produc-
tion of goods shifts toward the exquisite. Line replaceable units (LRU) 
including radios, radars, engines, and myriad components intended to 
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feed the supply system provide ample opportunity for defense vendors to 
profitably sustain their current business ventures while expanding opera-
tions in support of the new model. As the entire system evolves to lever-
age overlapping components across weapons systems, the potential 
growth and market opportunities offset the disruption of traditional 
production expectations.

The necessity of pursuing near perfection in a major system wanes with 
an on-   demand force structure. With only a handful of opportunities and 
an expectation of long service lives, the DOD and the defense industry 
face the antithetical challenges of simplicity and requirement creep. An 
on-   demand force deposes both of these problems because it allows for 
continual improvement. Hardware solutions can experience the same 
types of rapid prototyping, testing, and certification as software; the de-
sign plan for the wartime manufacturing configuration enjoys constant 
improvement. This evolution of today’s sustainment infrastructure also 
contributes to the viability of the business model and potential for culti-
vating growth.

Incorporating manufacturing capacity into the DOD force structure 
further expands competition by increasing the potential of Federally 
Funded R&D Centers (FFRDC). According to Federal Acquisition 
Regulations, “FFRDCs are unique nonprofit entities sponsored and 
funded by the US government to meet some special long-   term research or 
development need which cannot be met as effectively by existing in-   house 
or contractor resources.”38 The Manhattan Project stands out among the 
most readily identifiable examples of FFRDC programs and their poten-
tial to yield tremendous capability.39 The national laboratories, under the 
purview of the US Department of Energy and its subordinate, the 
National Nuclear Security Administration, constitute the enduring legacy 
of innovation and cutting technological development marked by that 
auspicious beginning.40 Today, FFDRCs serve a variety of purposes for 
numerous organizations throughout the federal government, such as the 
RAND Corporation’s Project Air Force. However, the national lab infra-
structure and roles as centers of excellence for both science and weapons 
design hold the greatest potential benefit to the nation. Consider the 
BLU-129 carbon-fiber bomb body: experts at Lawrence    Livermore 
National Lab designed the weapon, and the US government retains the 
intellectual property rights to its design. Unfortunately, since the labs lack 
significant manufacturing capability, the DOD must contract production 
of the weapon to Aerojet Rocketdyne.41 With an organic manufacturing 
capability in the DOD, the US can effectively extend competition among 
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defense vendors and expand its innovation potential by increasing the 
ability of its FFRDCs to contribute.

The fundamental elements of the relationship between the DOD and 
the industrial base do not change, but their best practices evolve. The 
DOD will continue to set requirements based on its operational needs, 
expected operating environments, and threats posed by adversaries. The 
industry continues to propose design solutions for those requirements 
and operational challenges competitively. Once the DOD declares a 
winner, contracts ensure sustainment for purposes of design improve-
ments, software sustainment, weapons integration, and so on. Newly 
selected systems still face rigorous evaluation by developmental and op-
erational testing communities. The services still scrutinize any selected 
systems and continuously improve them like they improve today’s force. 
The manufacturing shift outlined here enables change by enabling lead-
ers to adjust the size of the standing force according to the global security 
environment.

Professional service members still train regularly leveraging live and 
virtual constructive environments as well as a handful of manufactured 
and maintained systems. For example, two tank platoon leaders embark on 
a field exercise with each of their human-   operated vehicles, one machine- 
  operated vehicle apiece, and two virtually represented vehicles round out 
the eight-   deep formation. Rather than maintaining the personnel neces-
sary for eight tanks plus all accompanying logistics, the Army maintains 
four tanks, two crews, and possesses the manufacturing capacity to meet 
wartime requirements. Conversely, the services may dramatically increase 
their capacity by maintaining the current number or increasing the number 
of personnel. In both cases, on-   demand manufacturing creates a means of 
offsetting expenses.

An on-   demand force does not necessitate a shoddy force. Continuous 
design improvement means continual product improvement. As men-
tioned earlier, incentivizing the private sector highlighted changes to the 
types of contracts awarded. This approach effectively incentivizes and re-
wards companies for conducting and implementing initiatives currently in 
the realm of internal R&D, leveraging private capital in hopes of securing 
government contracts in the future. Furthermore, on-   demand manufac-
turing does not mean single use quality. Instead, engineers can design 
unmanned equipment for a service life on par with expected operating 
conditions. Considerate design and production of a system with a service 
life of 100 combat sorties or a single year instead of decades would be 
tremendous, especially when compounded with a force structure that can 
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delay production of that system until needed. Those assets designed and 
intended for human operators can include the same margin of safety and 
human performance enhancing features while benefiting from the con-
tinuous improvement concept. With contractors constantly engaged and 
rewarded for improving their products, shortened weapon system service 
lives mean even manned assets can enjoy refreshed technologies at a 
greater frequency than today. Many serving platforms today (e.g., B-52, 
F-15, and UH-1) testify to the prowess of their designers; however, the 
average age of systems serving every branch of service should represent 
notable exceptions—and failures of other acquisition efforts—rather than 
some gold standard of success. In this new structure, the DOD can pro-
vide its combatant commanders with the same vanguard of professionals 
as today but malleable in ways previously unimaginable. If, for example, a 
conflict begins as high-intensity peer-   to-   peer but devolves into a simmer-
ing counterinsurgency operation, the overall force seamlessly transitions 
along with the fight. An on-   demand force can strike a harmonious nexus 
between quality, quantity, and value.

New manufacturing capabilities point to a bright future capable of en-
abling a revolution in how the services organize, train, and equip, but one 
can expect complex components to persist in supply. Certain LRUs such 
as specially configured electronics or aircraft engines may require prohibi-
tively pristine conditions or consume too much time in production. This 
reality may change; however, the DOD can exploit the need to maintain a 
supply of such components by increasing commonality. Classes of aircraft 
or vehicles that share engines or wheels create efficiency. Common LRUs 
like radios, controls and displays, or basic operating software further sim-
plify the supply chain and create opportunities for flexibility.

Advanced manufacturing tools and techniques also possess tremendous 
utility in non   military applications and, therefore, the potential for cost off-
sets. Consequently, any investment in such equipment for military purposes 
enables the US to repurpose such equipment to other sectors when not 
necessary for the support of combat operations. The Global Positioning 
System (GPS) perfectly illustrates the potential of contributions from 
military systems to the civilian enterprise. The abandoned policy of “selec-
tive availability” in which the US would intentionally degrade GPS posi-
tion accuracy for national security reasons offers a precedent for such a 
relationship.42 Consider the value of military manufacturing equipment 
contributing to civil works projects at home or in collaboration with US- led 
aid operations abroad. The DOD may establish the performance specifica-
tions and generate the initial orders for the government; however, the US 
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government could find ways to share this manufacturing potential beyond 
the defense sector. The potential value to the nation of manufacturing re-
sources procured to provide for defense but applied to initiatives supporting 
the other instruments of national power both domestically and abroad 
could significantly, and favorably, alter the makeup of the national budget.

Furthermore, the potential to lease manufacturing tools not actively 
supporting the production of war materiel could bolster the economy 
while attacking national debt. In 1953, President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
delivered the speech known as “The Chance for Peace,” and, in 1961, he 
warned against “the Military-   Industrial Complex” in his farewell address. 
In the former he stated,

This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the 
sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its 
children. The cost of one modern heavy bomber is this: a modern 
brick school in more than 30 cities. It is two electric power plants, 
each serving a town of 60,000 population. It is two fine, fully 
equipped hospitals. It is some 50 miles of concrete highway. We 
pay for a single fighter plane with a half million bushels of wheat. 
We pay for a single destroyer with new homes that could have 
housed more than 8,000 people. This, I repeat, is the best way of 
life to be found on the road the world has been taking.43

In the latter, Eisenhower acknowledged, “Only an alert and knowledgeable 
citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and mili-
tary machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals.”44 The 
specific figures changed, but the principal issue remains. Sustaining a large, 
fielded force places a strain on other areas of the nation and the economy. 
Adapting the defense industrial base to meet the needs of a force structured 
and postured to field combat capability on-   demand creates the opportunity 
to address the challenges Eisenhower put forth decades ago. Consider the 
potential applications of dual-   use technologies, procured for the manufac-
ture of war materiel in defense of the nation and applied to the needs of 
national infrastructure, energy, education, or medicine in times of peace.

Intellectual property and International Traffic in Arms Regulations 
(ITAR) may raise concerns for proliferation or espionage—this risk is not 
unfounded. International trade laws often lag behind technology, and a 
recent dispute over digital data highlights the issue. The US International 
Trade Commission faced the task of determining whether or not digital 
design data transmission (related to orthodontic devices) constituted a 
physical “article” and therefore violated patent law.45 Furthermore, one 
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needs only a glance at images of Chinese J-20 and J-31 aircraft in com-
parison to our US F-22 and F-35 aircraft to notice similarities. By leading 
with initiatives in this space, the US can establish regulations and guid-
ance on how nations should deal with manufacturing technologies capable 
of civil and military applications without any significant reconfiguration. 
Furthermore, the US can establish safeguards and methods capable of 
protecting intellectual property inherent to the software packages used to 
produce a given weapons system.

Adjusting the acquisitions and force structure paradigms of the in-
dustrial era to meet information era demands not only paves the way for 
continued US superiority in industry and war, but it also expands the collec-
tive war-fighting potential of allies and partners. The US ability to rapidly 
coalesce and lead international coalitions with disparate positions in pur-
suit of common objectives routinely stands out as, arguably, its greatest 
strength. Coupling team-   building capacity with rich cultures of innovation 
and skilled industrial bases can elevate the group to its maximum potential. 
The 2017 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) included lan-
guage that expanded National Technical and Industrial Base (NTIB) status 
to “include persona and organizations in the United Kingdom and Australia 
as well as those in the United States and Canada.”46 Adding two additional 
allies to the existing international collaboration with Canada expands the 
innovation and production potential of the four nations. While Congress 
did not set forth specific stipulations, deadlines, or criteria for success in the 
2017 NDAA, the potential for continuous improvement and growth is 
evident upon even cursory examination. Codified NTIB collaboration in 
conjunction with amendments or exemptions to ITAR would ease the flow 
of concepts, designs, and products among the allies. Paired with the organic 
manufacturing concept presented in this article, this strategy enables each 
of the four nations to effectively extend the footprint of its industrial base 
to the countries and bases of its allies. Operating on this manufacturing 
strategy, the alliance effectively crowdsources its war materiel needs among 
members. The entire war production effort automatically achieves resilience 
via geographic dispersal and redundancy.

Implementation of this strategic vision begins with simultaneous analy-
sis and physical experimentation. Proving the concept on an experimental 
scale leverages the existing capabilities of the technologies in question 
while testing their potential. With empirical evidence, the DOD can de-
termine whether the key technologies, in concert with an R&D campaign, 
can swell manufacturing operations to the scale and speed necessary to 
meet anticipated demand. In parallel, the DOD should analyze its re-
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quirements for production in various operating environments and con-
flicts. Such research will inform decisions concerning replenishment of 
expendables, replacements due to attrition, and necessary supplemental 
materiel. Conquering the technical challenges of implementation alone 
will result in an incomplete solution—the DOD must couple this aspect 
of implementation with its efforts to prepare its forces for future operat-
ing environments.

The subject of future conflict and the evolving character of war weighs 
heavily on each of the services. How will they best organize, train, and 
equip to face emerging challenges? New technologies and operating envi-
ronments will ceaselessly challenge military leaders to embrace the adage 
that “doctrine is not dogma.”   The USAF extensively researched the future 
of air superiority as it prepared its plans for its penetrating counterair 
platform.47 The US Navy consistently re-   evaluates its force structure as the 
maritime operating environment evolves. Increasing interest in acquiring 
a new class of frigate versus relying exclusively on the littoral combat ship 
illustrates the dynamic nature of each domain.48 The US Army recently 
established Futures Command, charged with researching the future bat-
tlespace and ensuring “overmatch.”49 The US Marine Corps has already 
established AM initiatives for its logistical needs and appears intent on 
further integrating the technology to support its concepts of opera-
tions.50 Integrating operations across domains, replacing tried and true 
tactics with those defined by swarm algorithms, or questioning the con-
tinued viability of long-   held principles of warfare will require careful 
consideration—and willingness—to change across the force. How do war 
fighters achieve mass in the narrow confines of a megacity? How does a 
combatant commander integrate across domains without communications 
considered essential for unity of command? As the DOD grapples with 
these doctrinal questions, increasingly divergent alternatives should re-
ceive consideration. The hydra   like adaptability of an on-   demand force in 
perpetual development and improvement between the DOD and industry, 
capable of deploying forces tailored to individual operating environments, 
and optimized for the application of force suitable to the conflict’s place 
on the spectrum of warfare may solve such problems.

Conclusion

Each of the service secretaries and chiefs of staff laud innovation and tout 
the importance of new technologies to future war-fighting capabilities. 
However, experience shows that technology alone cannot guarantee suc-
cessful employment. In parallel with calls to embrace emerging capabilities, 
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the services lament the ossified bureaucratic processes and resistance to 
change that dominates defense acquisitions. This is not a new problem. 
Dorothy Leonard-   Barton and William Kraus summarized the challenges 
of adopting new technologies in Harvard Business Review:

Many implementation efforts fail because someone underesti-
mated the scope or importance of such preparation. Indeed, the 
organizational hills are full of managers who believe that an in-
novation’s technical superiority and strategic importance will 
guarantee acceptance. Therefore, they pour abundant resources 
into the purchase or development of the technology but very little 
into its implementation. Experience suggests, however, that suc-
cessful implementation requires not only heavy investment by 
developers early in the project but also a sustained level of investment 
in the resources of user organizations. . . . No one in the user orga-
nization had prepared the way for the innovation, so there was no 
one to whom developers could hand it off.51

Barton and Kraus highlighted a problem in 1985 as personal computers 
proliferated in offices around the world. This issue persists and grows in-
creasingly acute as technology infiltrates more and more aspects of daily 
life. The inability to successfully implement these technologies among its 
fighting forces may pose grave consequences to the US as evidenced by 
history.

The role of highly capable platforms in war will not end anytime soon; 
however, a handful of wonder weapons will not yield decisive results in a 
campaign. In Joint Force Quarterly, T. X. Hammes correlates the current 
rate of technological advance to the interwar period: “This creates the po-
tential for disruptive shifts by creative applications, especially by combina-
tions of these advances. The key question is whether we will invest in . . . 
battleships or aircraft? Will our investments prove exquisite and irrelevant 
or change the face of conflict?”52 The Japanese Zero and German Tiger 
possessed superior performance characteristics over their American coun-
terparts. Nevertheless, superior employment by American operators and 
rugged designs by US companies often carried the day. Similarly, the em-
ployment of atomic bombs against Japan at Hiroshima and Nagasaki led 
to Japanese capitulation, but historians credit the suffocating interdiction 
campaign by US submarine forces with setting the conditions for success.53 
AM, AR, and AI pose the same kinds of disruptive threats to manufactur-
ing, and the industrial base as aircraft and mechanization posed to the 
certainty of battleships and horse cavalry in the past. The difference, in this 
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modern situation, centers on the fact that the technologies challenging in-
dustrial norms simultaneously threaten the status quo of how militaries 
organize, train, and equip.

Leveraging rapid manufacturing, iterative and continuous design im-
provement, and human-   machine teams effectively operationalize the 
industrial base. Rather than simply providing the means of procurement 
and the tools of production, the industrial base, and its potential becomes 
a component of the joint force commander’s ( JFC) campaign plan. During 
shaping operations, the JFC works with apportioned human-   machine 
teams to influence the theater in a way supportive of national objectives. 
Because operationalizing the industrial base brings manufacturing capacity 
closer to the fight, the JFC can leverage this concept as circumstances 
escalate. Deterrence today might include deployments of new assets into 
theater or shows of presence activities. The resultant shell game played to 
ensure limited resources meet worldwide demands often results in pre-
carious solutions and potentially risky gaps. With an operationalized 
industrial base, a JFC may make a public display of reapportioning manu-
facturing resources for war materiel or requisitioning additional production 
capacity from outside the theater. The US can demonstrate readiness and 
resolve without redistributing combat forces or risking excessive build-   up 
for one crisis at the expense of another. Seizing the initiative and dominat-
ing the adversary with an operationalized industrial base means rapid 
production of precisely tailored forces suited for the exact nature of the 
operation underway. JFCs executing with such resources maintain the 
capacity to produce combat forces optimized for exploiting emerging 
circumstances in a conflict. Additionally, this model provides a ready 
reserve—in manufacturing potential—capable of adapting to and counter-
ing enemy actions. Lastly, because part of the force apportionment strategy 
includes manufacturing tools and raw materials, the JFC prepares for 
stabilization and transition operations before hostilities commence. The 
ability of an operationalized industrial base to cease production of combat 
hardware and begin producing things necessary to assist civil authorities 
postbellum offers a unique opportunity for the US to assure victory from 
pre-   hostility to the ensuing peace.

Today there exists the necessity for a radical change in thinking regard-
ing how the military views the industrial base and manufacturing, but 
additionally, the matter of force size and structure demands further inves-
tigation. The size of the force appropriate for day-   to-   day operations  
worldwide requires careful consideration by the DOD. Employing too 
few professionals only exacerbates the demands placed on service members 
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while potentially introducing an asymmetric vulnerability for an adversary 
to exploit. Conversely, employing too many fails to exploit the potential of 
on-   demand manufacturing fully. This question warrants examining the 
security environment and considering how to balance the active duty, 
Reserve, and National Guard forces most effectively. The composition of 
human-   machine teams requires further examination of how much equip-
ment to sustain versus how much to produce when needed.

All signs point to the ability of new manufacturing capabilities to increase 
the rate and quality of production dramatically, but the specific needs of an 
engaged military require careful consideration. Determining the rate of pro-
duction necessary to satisfy force deployment and crisis response marks a key 
first step. Identifying acceptable and achievable replenishment rates for com-
bat losses during large-   scale, sustained operations will serve as the benchmark 
for this concept’s efficacy. The specific demands on force structure and manu-
facturing resources point, finally, to economic impact and viability.

Experts recognize that AI, AM, and AR will dramatically impact the 
workforce and have a disruptive effect on the global economy. Ignoring 
these challenges or attempting to negate their effects without an accom-
panying revolution on how the economy organizes and operates will only 
erode US status as an economic and military superpower. The US govern-
ment should work collaboratively with industry to determine the best 
courses of action to maintain combat capability, encourage competition, 
and assure economic growth. Despite these potential obstacles to imple-
mentation, the potential for a dramatic increase in capability demands 
further research.

The US can leverage technologies already in existence and champion 
the advancement of those just emerging in ways that can secure its pre-
eminence in power projection and assured force sustainment. By evolving 
the character of the defense industrial base, the US can field and maintain 
a military that proves both economically viable and combat capable. Invest-
ing in advanced manufacturing capabilities will enable the US to continually 
evaluate and evolve its equipment and force at a faster pace and at a lower 
cost than an industrial era model allows. 
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 PERSPECTIVES

The INF Treaty: 
A Spectacular, Inflexible, 

Time- Bound Success
 JusTin V. anderson and aMy J. nelson

Abstract

The Intermediate- Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty between the 
United States and the Soviet Union was a triumph of US and 
NATO nuclear deterrence and diplomatic strategies, bringing 

Moscow to the negotiating table and leading both superpowers to agree to 
completely and verifiably dismantle two classes (shorter- range [500–1,000 
km] and intermediate range [1,000–5,500 km]) of nuclear- capable, 
ground- launched cruise and ballistic missiles. Three decades later, the 
treaty is in peril, with the United States announcing in February 2019 its 
intent to withdraw if the Russian Federation does not dismantle its treaty- 
violating SSC-8 missile. While Russia’s decision to violate the treaty cata-
lyzed the present crisis, the context within which the treaty was negotiated 
has significantly changed since the late 1980s. The article discusses how 
these changes—the growth in shorter- range and intermediate- range 
(IRBM) missile arsenals in third states, the breakdown in the Cold War 
consensus on arms control, and the changing dynamics of US- NATO 
extended deterrence and assurance—led first Moscow and then Washing-
ton to reevaluate the merit of the INF Treaty. It concludes that the treaty’s 
relative rigidity may play a key role in its undoing and suggests that future 
arms control negotiations develop more flexible and resilient mechanisms 
of review, dispute resolution, and verification.

*****

The Intermediate- Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty between the 
United States and the Soviet Union, entered into force in 1988, was the 
product of a set of circumstances unique to the era of Cold War super-
power confrontation. As circumstances changed in the years after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in late 1991, the Russian Federation, suc-
cessor to the accord, increasingly chafed at the treaty’s blanket, global 
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prohibition on shorter- range (500–1,000 km) and intermediate- range 
(1,000–5,500 km) ground- launched ballistic and cruise missiles.1 In 
2007 Moscow sought, with the United States’ blessing, to convince other 
states to either consider joining the accord or unilaterally implement its 
dismantlement provisions.2 When this attempt at diplomacy failed, the 
Kremlin decided to covertly violate the treaty by developing and testing 
the SSC-8 (Russian designation 9M729), a dual- capable, ground- 
launched intermediate- range cruise missile.3

The United States’ detection of this missile, and subsequent decision in 
2014 to publicly charge Russia with failing to comply with the treaty, led 
to a slow- motion crisis characterized by Russia’s categorical refusal to ad-
mit to any wrongdoing (and persistent efforts to claim that the United 
States was cheating on the accord). On 2 February 2019, US Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo announced that the United States was suspending its 
obligations under the treaty and would exercise its right to withdraw in six 
months unless the Russian Federation dismantles its illegal missiles 
(several battalions of which are now deployed) and returns to full compli-
ance with the treaty.4 As this appears unlikely, the treaty may terminate as 
of early August 2019.

What led to the demise of this groundbreaking treaty, which was the 
first agreement to allow US and Russian personnel to conduct on- site 
inspections of each other’s bases housing nuclear- capable delivery systems 
(among other locations), and which ultimately resulted in the verifiable 
dismantlement of hundreds of these platforms?5 The treaty reflected the 
statecraft and strategic calculus of two rival superpowers that were simul-
taneously committed to geopolitical competition and avoiding a nuclear 
conflagration. It focused on banning two specific classes of missiles that 
were high- end capabilities in the 1980s, posing an assurance crisis for one 
superpower and a deterrence crisis for the other. Its negotiation and terms 
were powerfully shaped by the specific circumstances and context of the 
late Cold War era.

Consequently, the INF Treaty proved both wildly successful in its time 
yet wholly inflexible to the sweeping changes that reshaped extended 
deterrence and assurance dynamics. It became out of sync with American 
and Russian views on strategic stability and arms control and the role of 
shorter- range and intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBM) on the 
global stage in the decades after the end of the Cold War. This article first 
assesses how these changes strained (and will likely break) the INF Treaty. 
It then discusses how future nuclear arms control agreements can be de-
signed to better adapt to changing circumstances. The INF Treaty’s suc-
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cessful negotiation, effective implementation, slow erosion, and ultimate 
collapse provide important insights into the current parlous state of nu-
clear arms control and future negotiations aimed at reducing nuclear risk.

A Soviet Missile and NATO Assurance Crisis

The INF Treaty resolved the “Euromissile” crisis that roiled the NATO 
alliance from 1979 to the treaty’s signature in 1987. While the origins of 
the crisis were complex, its proximate cause was the Soviet Union’s develop-
ment and deployment in the late 1970s of the SS-20 Pioneer, an 
intermediate- range, solid- fueled ballistic missile launched from a mobile 
transporter- erector- launcher (TEL). From locations in western Russia, 
the SS-20 could range virtually all of the European member states of 
NATO. But the SS-20 was not a new or novel threat; the Soviet Union 
had possessed the capability to strike European member states with 
nuclear weapons, to include intermediate- range missiles, for decades. 
Why did the SS-20 spark a crisis for the alliance?

The new delivery system raised concerns not because the alliance was 
unfamiliar with Soviet nuclear threats but because it was significantly 
more capable than the SS-4 and SS-5 intermediate- range missiles it re-
placed. The latter two types, initially deployed in the early 1960s, could 
carry a single warhead and required their liquid fuel be loaded shortly 
before launch. Many were also silo- based rather than launched from 
TELs.6 The SS-20 was mobile, used solid fuel, could carry up to three 
warheads, and was more accurate than its predecessors. As a result, it rep-
resented a missile that was faster, more lethal, and harder to track than 
SS-4s and SS-5s.7

The challenge the SS-20 posed to the alliance, however, went beyond 
the fact that the missile was a significant upgrade over the Soviet Union’s 
older intermediate- range systems. Its deployment in the late 1970s came 
at a time when NATO European leaders were becoming more anxious 
about the strength of the US commitment to their defense. It created a 
crisis of confidence in the credibility of the United States’ commitment to 
defend NATO in all circumstances, up to and including a major nuclear 
conflict with the Soviet Union. Concerns about the United States’ willing-
ness to defend the alliance were not new, but they became acute with the 
deployment of the SS-20. Paradoxically, some of these concerns sprang 
from the limited progress of US- Russian strategic nuclear arms control 
talks.8 Lengthy and laborious Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) 
between the United States and Soviet Union had led each side to sign two 
ground- breaking agreements in 1972: the SALT Interim Agreement and 
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the Anti- Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. Further talks led the United 
States and Soviet Union to negotiate and on 18 June 1979 sign SALT II, 
an agreement that placed numerical ceilings on each side’s strategic delivery 
systems and multiple independently- targetable reentry vehicles (MIRV).9

SALT II would never be ratified by the United States Senate, but the 
limited progress made by the two superpowers in the 1970s on arms con-
trol for strategic offensive and defensive systems posed a dilemma to 
NATO European leaders. They became increasingly concerned that US 
policy makers might be prepared to overlook, neglect, or barter away the 
alliance’s security if doing so reduced the nuclear threat the Soviet Union 
posed to the US homeland. If the two superpowers could agree to balance 
their most powerful nuclear forces, would the United States consider 
abandoning its European allies in a crisis or conflict if it now believed that 
it enjoyed a stable nuclear deterrence relationship with Moscow? SALT, 
ABM, and SALT II did not initiate the latter concern. Members of the 
alliance worried throughout the Cold War about “decoupling” and whether 
in a future conflict the United States would consider accepting a Soviet 
land grab on the continent rather than mounting a vigorous defense in 
mainland Europe against the invaders. Choosing the latter could result in 
the conflict escalating up to Soviet missiles being launched against the US 
homeland (a dilemma often framed in the form of some variant on the 
question “why would the United States risk New York for Bonn or Paris?”). 
The seeming thaw in superpower relations represented by strategic arms 
control talks heightened NATO European leaders’ fear that their own 
interests might be sacrificed in the interest of superpower realpolitik.10

These factors—the not new but heightened threat posed by the SS-20 
and a tangled set of anxieties associated with the specific dynamics of super-
power competition and détente during the 1970s—led European NATO 
leaders to press the United States for greater reassurance regarding its 
extended deterrence commitments to the alliance. With an eye toward the 
rough equality the superpowers were negotiating on numbers of strategic 
nuclear forces, they rallied behind West German chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt’s 1977 call for the alliance to also realize parity with regard to the 
military balance in Europe.11 Given the Soviet Bloc’s numerical advantage 
in conventional forces and its ongoing overhaul of its theater nuclear 
capabilities, Germany and other key members of the alliance argued that 
this parity could best be achieved by new US dual- capable intermediate- 
range missiles stationed in Europe.12 The allies expressly lobbied for new 
US delivery vehicles that could range the Soviet Union from NATO bases 
in the United Kingdom and Western Europe, rejecting a US proposal to 
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field new short- range nuclear delivery systems that would replace aging 
platforms of this type already deployed on the continent.13 They believed 
that it was essential to hold Soviet, rather than just Warsaw Pact, targets 
at risk.14 In the view of the NATO allies, these US systems ensured that 
both superpowers were fully invested in (and vulnerable to) the potential 
risks and costs of escalation and brinkmanship within the European theater.

At the same time, these leaders also recognized that their publics were 
deeply concerned about the risk of nuclear war and the probability that 
such a conflict would devastate Europe. (Indeed, in the years to come, 
these concerns would give rise to disarmament movements that would 
shake a number of their governments.) They pressed the United States to 
both bolster NATO’s theater nuclear deterrence capabilities and commit 
to pursue arms control negotiations with the Soviet Union aimed at limit-
ing theater nuclear forces.15 The United States agreed to this “dual- track” 
deterrence and diplomacy strategy, and on 12 December 1979 a special 
meeting of NATO’s foreign and defense ministers confirmed the alliance’s 
commitment to “pursue these two parallel and complementary approaches 
to avert an arms race in Europe caused by the Soviet TNF [theater nuclear 
forces] build- up, yet preserve the viability of NATO’s strategy of deter-
rence and defense and thus maintain the security of its member States.”16

To meet the requirements of the first track, the United States agreed to 
deploy IRBMs—Pershing II mobile intermediate- range ballistic missiles and 
BGM-109 Tomahawk intermediate- range ground- launched cruise missiles 
(GLCM)—in Europe to directly counter the Soviet SS-20s. To demon-
strate alliance solidarity, numerous NATO European states agreed to host 
these US intermediate- range missiles, to include West Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands.

As a result, the US decision to develop and deploy intermediate- range 
platforms was a direct response to NATO European allies’ requests for 
assurance rather than an effort to fill some type of gap within the United 
States’ nuclear deterrence strategy, posture, or force structure. Indeed, in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s US commanders in Europe were generally 
satisfied that the existing nuclear forces at their disposal (which included 
thousands of short- range and air- delivered weapons, supplemented by 
400 Poseidon submarine-launched ballistic missiles [SLBM] designated 
for European contingencies) were sufficient for the purposes of theater 
nuclear deterrence.17 Importantly, even as the United States was preparing 
to deploy new intermediate- range missiles to bases in Europe, no serious 
consideration was made of stationing these platforms elsewhere in the 
world to deter the Soviet Union or its proxies. For the United States, Soviet 
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intermediate- range nuclear missiles were a serious concern due to the 
threat they posed to its European NATO allies and to the large numbers 
of US forces stationed in Europe. But they did not significantly affect the 
tentative balance of nuclear deterrence between two superpowers that 
possessed many other means to hold each other at risk.

In addition to bolstering the theater nuclear-deterrent capabilities of 
the alliance, the US Pershings and ground- launched Tomahawks also 
strengthened the hands of US negotiators at the arms control talks that 
represented the second part of the dual- track approach. The alliance was 
determined to demonstrate to the Soviet Union that there was no way it 
could “win” a competition in intermediate- range missiles and that the best 
solution, amenable to both sides, was to agree to negotiate an arms control 
treaty stabilizing and limiting this threat (initially, the idea of a total ban 
seemed far- fetched and was not placed on the table). NATO’s commit-
ment to arms control negotiations on intermediate- range systems was also 
considered important for domestic political reasons, with large domestic 
antinuclear protests placing pressure on several European governments.18

Thus, the origins and contours of the INF negotiations were inextricable 
from how the dynamics of 1970s and 1980s superpower competition and 
détente affected the security perceptions and assurance requirement of 
NATO’s European leaders and their publics. The dual- track approach was 
a tightrope balancing act for the alliance but ultimately proved successful. 
It was driven by NATO European leaders such as Schmidt who requested 
a specific type of weapon and were willing to host it, even in the face of 
significant domestic opposition (indeed, it would cost Schmidt his job as 
chancellor in 1982).19 For the United States, the missiles met an alliance 
assurance, rather than a US military, requirement. A US Department of 
Defense official involved in the alliance’s deliberations during this time 
later noted that a military rationale for the missiles was never seriously 
discussed. He remarked, “In all the discussions with the [NATO High 
Level Group] and in Washington, I never heard any mention of what any 
of these missiles might be targeted against, other than Soviet territory. 
Having them was all that was important for deterrence. In the end, the 
United States spent $10 billion of its own money for these 572 missiles, 
deployed them for only three years, and then dismantled them” (emphasis 
in original).20

The value of the intermediate- range ballistic and cruise missiles to the 
alliance was not in their military utility but in their ability to demonstrate 
the alliance’s transatlantic unity in the face of Soviet coercion. For the 
United States, the missiles assured its skittish NATO European allies 
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while also strengthening the hand of its negotiators, who could present 
the Soviet Union with the dilemma of having to accept a higher degree of 
vulnerability as the price paid by rejecting offers to limit (and later, fully 
eliminate) these types of missiles. It proved to be a logical, balanced, and 
ultimately highly successful approach to a difficult assurance challenge, 
and the completion and ratification of the treaty in 1987–88 was univer-
sally cheered by members of the alliance.21

Shorter- and Intermediate- Range Missiles in the late Cold War

At the time of the 1 June 1988 entry into force of the INF Treaty, the 
United States and Soviet Union fielded the world’s most capable ballistic 
and cruise missiles. The Soviet Union also represented the most important 
supplier of missiles to other states; in particular, the Soviet Scud- B 300 km 
short- range ballistic missile (SRBM) and its variants were the most com-
mon missiles in third- country missile fleets.22 The US and Soviet shorter- 
range and intermediate- range missile fleets dismantled under the treaty 
were at the top of two very small classes of delivery systems.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, unclassified US government and 
nongovernment analyses concluded that only eight states were capable of 
producing missiles with ranges greater than 300 km either indigenously or 
with limited foreign assistance.23 Moreover, of these eight, North Korea 
and India had not yet deployed IRBMs; India first successfully tested its 
Agni missile (which would eventually become a family of SRBMs and 
IRBMs) in 1989, and North Korea’s tests of its Hwasong-6/Scud- C 
shorter- range ballistic missile and Nodong-1 IRBM did not occur until 
1990 or later.24 Other countries pursuing mostly indigenous shorter- or 
intermediate- range missile programs in the 1980s, such as Argentina and 
Brazil, faced both internal challenges and external pressure that ultimately 
led both states in the 1990s to abandon their efforts to build these types of 
systems.25 This in turn may have derailed or short- circuited other states’ 
ambitions to acquire or develop delivery systems beyond short-range mis-
siles (for example, Argentina’s Condor- II IRBM was linked with Egypt’s 
and Iraq’s interest in improving the capabilities of their missile fleets).26 In 
1987 Saudi Arabia purchased the CSS-2 (also known as DF-3) IRBM 
from China but was likely only able to operate the missiles with consider-
able Chinese assistance.27 It did not attempt to reverse- engineer the missile, 
and as of the mid-2000s its operational status may still have relied on 
Chinese help.28

Concerns about missile proliferation led the United States and several 
of its closest and most technologically adept allies (the then “G-7” states) 
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to form the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) in April 1987, 
a few months prior to the December signing of the INF Treaty.29 Members 
of the regime, which would grow steadily over time, agreed not to sell or 
otherwise transfer key components, technologies, or completed systems of 
missiles that could carry a 500 kg warhead 300 km.30 With nuclear and 
WMD warheads generally understood to be heavier than 500 kg (~1,000 kg 
was often used as a default estimate for the weight of a nuclear warhead) 
and 0–300 km representing the range of a short- range missile, the regime 
was intended to limit the international market for, and potential prolifera-
tion of, missiles to short- range delivery systems carrying conventional 
warheads. The MTCR’s restrictions posed major (if not insurmountable) 
hurdles to actors outside of the regime’s participating states that wished to 
develop more capable, longer- range missiles and likely complicated and 
delayed the development of several intermediate- range missile programs.

By mid-1991, when the United States and Soviet Union completed the 
INF Treaty’s mandated dismantlement of their shorter- range and 
intermediate- range missile arsenals, effective, accurate missiles of these 
types largely remained the preserve of the two superpowers and a handful 
of close US allies. While missile proliferation and development were key 
US security concerns (as evidenced by the United States and its G-7 allies 
forming the MTCR and then lobbying other technologically advanced 
states to join), Washington hoped that a combination of the regime, the 
INF Treaty (which had additionally stipulated the United States and 
Soviet Union could not transfer any shorter- range or intermediate- range 
missiles prior to their destruction), and diplomatic pressure could effec-
tively curtail the ambitions of other states seeking to develop and deploy 
longer- range missiles. Furthermore, at the time of the negotiation of the 
INF Treaty the United States’ operating assumption was that the super-
power rivalry, while undergoing a welcome period of cooling, would 
endure. Within this construct, the Soviet Union and its bloc allies would 
remain the primary military threat to the United States and its allies for 
the foreseeable future; by extension, the INF treaty’s global elimination of 
two classes of Soviet missile systems removed the greatest near- to 
medium- term shorter- range and intermediate- range missile threats.

Moreover, the Soviet Union appears to have reached a similar conclu-
sion with regard to its own security interests. The Kremlin viewed the US 
Pershing IIs and Tomahawk BGM-109s as particularly dangerous US 
capabilities that could potentially launch a sudden, devastating surprise 
attack on its command and control (to include perhaps decapitating its 
leadership).31 The INF Treaty’s elimination of these missiles thus also directly 
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addressed a major concern of the Soviet Union regarding the threat posed 
by these types of delivery systems. Soviet political and military leaders 
may also have viewed resources spent on ground- based intermediate- 
range nuclear forces as better used for improving other types of conventional 
weapons, giving Moscow another reason to eventually agree to the “zero” 
option that eliminated all of these systems on both sides.32

At a 6 May 1991 ceremony marking the last elimination of US systems 
covered by the treaty, Maj Gen Robert W. Parker, USAF, director of the 
US On- Site Inspection Agency, emphasized the importance of the two 
sides successfully implementing the accord: “Please remember that what 
we are witnessing is not just the passing of this noble weapon system, but 
also an important milestone in an historic agreement between the two 
most powerful nations on earth.”33 Both sides hoped the total elimination 
of their respective ground- launched shorter- range and intermediate- range 
missile fleets had, for the foreseeable future, removed the threat posed to 
each party by these types of delivery systems.

Nuclear Arms Control and Strategic Stability in the 1970s  
and 1980s

The SALT Interim Agreement and ABM Treaty established key prin-
ciples and parameters for the formation of a stable nuclear deterrence bal-
ance between the two Cold War superpowers. These principles were codified 
by these agreements and the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) 
signed on 31 July 1991, just 11 weeks after the ceremony marking full US 
implementation of the INF Treaty. The logic of strategic arms control 
framed and informed negotiations of the INF Treaty but also kept the 
latter, and the missiles it dismantled, separate from the concepts and cal-
culus of superpower “strategic stability.” The erosion of both this logic and 
a shared understanding between Washington and Moscow of this form of 
stability would spell trouble for the treaty three decades later.

The key principles of strategic nuclear arms control and strategic stability 
were initially developed by scholars such as Thomas Schelling and Henry 
Kissinger and then refined over the course of tough negotiations between 
the United States and Soviet Union that began in earnest in the late 1960s. 
Before these talks could commence, however, the two sides had to reach 
some tacit agreements on the basic parameters of these negotiations. The 
first and most important agreement was that, despite their bitter rivalry, 
arms control talks were necessary and beneficial to both sides. In an era of 
scientific and technological breakthroughs such as the intercontinental 
ballistic missile (ICBM) and the atomic (and then hydrogen) bomb, both 
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superpowers, despite their animosity, had a common interest in avoiding a 
mutually devastating nuclear war. This recognition informed efforts to 
negotiate accords such as the “Hot Line” agreement after the Cuban mis-
sile crisis, instituting basic confidence- building measures that created a 
foundation for future arms control talks. A second—and closely related—
agreement was that there were high risks and costs to both sides of con-
tinued, unfettered nuclear arms racing, and thus each party had an interest 
in reaching an agreement to slow or otherwise limit their arms competition.

These tacit agreements brought the superpowers to the table for nuclear 
negotiations in the late 1960s, but the two sides still needed to determine 
how they could achieve some form of stable balance between their grow-
ing and diversifying nuclear arsenals. Both sides rejected the prospect of 
total nuclear disarmament; each believed it needed to field a nuclear force 
to deter the other. Each superpower recognized that it had sufficient 
nuclear forces to destroy the other several times over, however, and by the 
late 1960s was prepared to discuss the possibility of placing a ceiling on 
its deployed nuclear forces. At the same time, both sides also feared the 
possibility that the other might prepare for, and seriously contemplate, 
launching a sudden, surprise attack—a massive nuclear first strike—in an 
effort to knock out and defeat their opponent, potentially within the first 
hour of conflict. In short, both sides needed to deter the other, but in 
numbers, structure, and posture their forces could neither invite nor pre-
cipitate a nuclear attack. What both superpowers sought was “strategic 
stability”—a stable, balanced form of mutual deterrence between their 
respective nuclear forces that could control the burgeoning arms race 
while also sharply reducing the likelihood of either side viewing any 
bene fit to engaging in nuclear brinkmanship or considering launching a 
nuclear attack. This stability had two components: “arms race stability,” 
whereby both sides could agree to slow, limit, or halt their nuclear arms 
competition, and “first strike stability,” whereby both sides believed the 
other had no incentive to attack first and each possessed a nuclear force 
capable of delivering a devastating riposte (a second strike) in response to 
any nuclear attack.

This understanding of the potential benefits of mutual nuclear deter-
rence provided a lodestar for superpower arms control negotiations. But 
each side fielded large, diverse nuclear forces spread across multiple plat-
forms and locations. How could they limit and scope negotiations? The 
answers informed the first nuclear arms control agreements reached by 
the two superpowers—the SALT I Interim Agreement and the ABM 
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Treaty—and set the standards for subsequent strategic nuclear arms con-
trol talks and treaties.

With regard to their respective arsenals, the two sides agreed that their 
“strategic” nuclear delivery systems represented the armaments most cen-
tral to any assessments or comparisons of the relative strength or weight 
of their respective nuclear arsenals. Delivery systems were considered stra-
tegic if their range allowed them to initiate a nuclear attack from a loca-
tion far distant from their target (in time, this was fixed as 5,500+ km). 
This designation was applied to each side’s ICBMs, SLBMs, and long- 
range bombers. These three types of platforms came to be known as the 
triad; due to their speed (ballistic missiles could hit the opponent’s home-
land in 30 minutes) and power (by the 1970s, for example, ICBMs and 
SLBMs could carry multiple warheads, while long- range bombers could 
carry multiple bombs and, later, multiple air- launched cruise missiles) 
they were viewed as the delivery vehicles posing the greatest threat to each 
side. These delivery systems thus became the focus of efforts to realize a 
strategic nuclear balance between the superpowers.

This agreement was not easily reached, as the Soviet Union initially 
sought to also capture US nuclear delivery systems based in Europe. But 
US negotiators argued forcefully, and ultimately successfully, that these 
systems—including nuclear artillery, short- range missiles, and fighter- 
bombers—were not a threat to the Soviet homeland (which most of them 
could not range). As a result, all “nonstrategic” delivery systems, to include 
shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles, were separated from the 
strategic nuclear arms control talks between the superpowers. Inasmuch as 
both sides recognized their criticality in theaters such as Europe, these 
delivery systems were set aside as less relevant to fears of nuclear Arma-
geddon and less strategically valuable then their larger, faster, and more 
powerful strategic cousins.

Attempting to negotiate a cap on strategic nuclear delivery vehicles, 
however, was not possible without both sides also agreeing to limit anti-
ballistic missile systems that could, in theory, provide a shield against 
incoming ballistic missiles. Neither side could agree to limit its offensive 
strategic nuclear forces if it feared that its rival possessed the defensive 
means to destroy these delivery vehicles before reaching their targets. This 
capability would not only wreak havoc with any attempt to balance 
numbers of deployed delivery systems, it could also give rise to fears that 
one side might initiate a first strike in the belief that the other’s remaining 
forces would be soaked up by a layer of strategic defenses in the form of 
anti ballistic missiles. In the absence of any limits on strategic defenses, 
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however, each side had a strong incentive to pursue them; the United 
States began designing its Safeguard antiballistic missile system in 1968, 
and the Soviet Union began deploying antiballistic missile systems around 
Moscow in the late 1960s.34

Limits to strategic defenses were thus directly intertwined with efforts 
to place a ceiling on strategic nuclear delivery systems, and the ABM 
Treaty and SALT I Interim Agreement were negotiated in parallel and 
signed at the same time. The former placed a limit on each side’s antiballistic 
missile systems (initially 200, later changed to 100 at one base), and the 
latter placed temporary limits on the numbers and construction of ICBMs 
and SLBMs, with each side pledging to continue negotiating to reach a 
more permanent arrangement on offensive systems.35

While Cold War strategic arms control negotiations were far from 
simple or straightforward, they contained a shared understanding of com-
mon goals including strategic stability, a mutual view of key principles 
governing nuclear deterrence and balancing (such as the central importance 
of limiting strategic defenses), and an agreement on what to include—and 
what to leave out—of strategic arms control talks. This commonality 
helped establish a framework for negotiations and a template for treaties 
that would endure into the post–Cold War era with the 1994 START 
agreement. It would also ensure that other nuclear- delivery systems, to 
include those later subject to the negotiation and promulgation of the 
INF Treaty, were treated as separate from the logic and calculus of Cold War 
strategic stability.

The End of  an Era

Three years after its entry into force, the treaty had fully realized its 
primary zero- zero objective and had completely dismantled all US and 
Soviet shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles. A few months later 
the Soviet Union would collapse. The United States considered the now- 
independent Soviet republics to be successor states of the treaty. Several 
did not have any obligations under the accord, but six (Russian Federa-
tion, Belarus, Kazakstan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan) had at 
least one site subject to inspection. The United States viewed four as active 
participants in the treaty, inasmuch as the United States and Russian 
Federation were recognized as the primary players.36 On- site inspections 
continued until May 2001 when, per the terms of the treaty (which mandated 
inspections for 13 years after its entry into force), they came to an end.37

The treaty then entered into a caretaker phase. The United States and 
Russian Federation continued to exchange a handful of required notifica-
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tions each year through their respective Nuclear Risk Reduction Centers, 
the central communication nodes for exchanging information on the INF 
Treaty and other agreements. While the Special Verification Commission 
(SVC), the bilateral forum expressly established by the treaty to resolve 
any disagreements over its implementation, remained on the books, its 
meetings became less frequent as for several years after the closeout of 
inspections there were no treaty- related disputes or issues to resolve.38 In 
the early 2000s, the treaty represented an unqualified success.

A few years later, however, the United States began to suspect Russia 
was violating the treaty. In 2013 it confronted Russia on its testing of the 
SSC-8, in 2014 it informed its allies of the violation, and in early 2019 it 
announced its readiness to withdraw if Russia continued to violate the 
treaty.39 Russia responded with a lengthy list of spurious allegations that it 
was the United States that was the violator, not Russia.40 A treaty forged 
in the crucible of the Cold War superpower confrontation in Europe proved 
too inflexible for the complex tensions and torsions of the twenty- first 
century’s dynamic geopolitical environment.

In retrospect, the INF Treaty successfully addressed multiple interde-
pendent variables; when these variables changed, it became unbalanced in 
the views of its two major parties. Many of the factors critical to bringing 
Washington and Moscow to the negotiating table in the 1980s had 
changed, and the perspective and value associated with the accord in both 
capitals also differed.

Post–Cold War Shorter- Range and Intermediate- Range Missiles

In the post–Cold War era, shorter- range and intermediate- range bal-
listic and cruise missiles have increased in quantity, quality, and strategic 
value. These increases were not linear and did not involve a large number 
of states. But the states that pursued these capabilities included major 
and regional powers, creating issues and challenges for both the Russian 
Federation and United States that were unanticipated during the 1980s 
INF negotiations.

The National Air Intelligence Center’s (NAIC) Ballistic and Cruise 
Missile Threat and Congressional Research Service’s Missile Survey have 
chronicled these developments during the post–Cold War era. The 1999 
NAIC report, for example, lists five countries (China, India, Pakistan, 
North Korea, and Iran) as pursuing IRBMs but found that only China 
had produced missiles of this type that were operationally deployed.41 By 
2000, the report listed one additional IRBM (North Korea’s Nodong) as 
deployed; three years later, the Nodong was joined by Pakistan’s Ghauri 
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and Iran’s Shahab-3 IRBMs, but overall numbers of deployed systems 
remained relatively limited.42 The 2003 report also listed five states with 
shorter- range missile programs: China, North Korea, India, Egypt, and Iraq.43

The 2005 CRS Missile Survey, which covers all states regardless of their 
relationship with the United States, listed one Slovakian shorter- range 
ballistic missile (without noting its status), one Chinese shorter- range 
ballistic missile as deployed, and two Egyptian shorter- range ballistic mis-
siles of uncertain status. It also found, however, that seven countries now 
either deployed IRBMs or had programs under development (listing three 
Chinese IRBMs as deployed, four Indian IRBMs in development, three 
Iranian IRBMs in development, one Israeli IRBM as deployed and one in 
development, one North Korean IRBM as deployed and three in develop-
ment, four Pakistani IRBMs as in development, and one Saudi IRBM 
system [from China, as noted above] that was “possibly not operational”).44

Moscow watched this slow but steady growth of shorter- range and 
intermediate- range missiles in a number of Eurasian states with growing 
concern. If sometimes halting in their progress, the overall advancement 
of these missile programs led the Kremlin to question whether the INF 
Treaty was still in Russia’s best interest. In 2005 Russian foreign minister 
Sergei Ivanov spoke with US officials about possibly leaving the accord.45 
He would later publicly refer to the treaty as a “relic of the Cold War.”46 
At the 2007 Munich Security Conference, Russian Federation president 
Vladimir Putin stated, “Today many other countries have [shorter- range 
and intermediate- range ground- launched] missiles, including the Demo-
cratic People’s Republic of  Korea, the  Republic of  Korea, India, Iran, 
Pakistan and Israel. Many countries are working on these systems and plan 
to incorporate them as part of their weapons arsenals. And only the United 
States and  Russia bear the  responsibility to  not create such weapons 
systems. It is obvious that in these conditions we must think about ensuring 
our own security.”47

Speaking at the same conference, Ivanov predicted that the treaty “will 
not last forever.”48 Russia asked the United States if it would be open to 
jointly abrogating the treaty; the United States was not prepared to retire 
the pact, but both states agreed they would float the idea of having other 
countries join. In October 2007, the United States and Russia issued a 
joint statement at the United Nations marking the INF Treaty’s 20th an-
niversary and appealed to other countries to “discuss the possibility of 
imparting a global character to this important regime.”49 The appeal 
proved unsuccessful. China and other states fielding or developing shorter- 
range or intermediate- range missiles were uninterested in, or flatly opposed 
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to, dismantling systems considered important to their security (to include 
for the purposes of deterring major powers such as Russia and the 
United States).

The uneven growth but persistent pursuit of IRBM and other missile 
capabilities by many of these actors continued over the next decade. By 
2017, six states fielded shorter- range ballistic missiles and six states fielded 
IRBMs. Several of these states had robust, mature programs, to include 
the following:

• China fields six types of shorter- range ballistic missiles and four 
IRBMs, such as the road- mobile, dual- capable antiship DF-26 IRBM. 
First unveiled in 2015, the missile was described by China’s official 
media (quoting unnamed Chinese military officers) as an “aircraft car-
rier killer.”50

• In addition to Iran possessing “the largest inventory of ballistic mis-
siles in the Middle East” per reporting by the United States Intelli-
gence Community (including two shorter- range ballistic missiles and 
three IRBMs at various stages of development and deployment), Maj 
Gen Ali Jafari of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps stated in 
October 2017 that Iran fields missiles reaching “2,000 kilometers and 
that can be increased, but we believe this range is enough for the 
Islamic Republic as most of the U.S. forces and most of their interests 
in the region are within this range.”51

• North Korea has one shorter- range ballistic missile (the 500 km 
Scud- C) and five IRBMs at various stages of development or deploy-
ment, having conducted its first flight tests of the Bukkeukseong-2 and 
Hwasong-12 IRBMs in 2017, and has boasted that these missiles allow 
it to strike US bases across the Asia- Pacific.52

These developments pose a number of challenges to the United States 
and its allies. First, the MTCR and other US- led efforts to counter missile 
proliferation may have succeeded in limiting the numbers of actors that 
develop, sell, and field shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles, but 
it did not prevent a number of states from building (and subsequently 
improving) these types of missile fleets. Indeed, rogue actors such as North 
Korea and Iran have proven willing to take significant risks, and incur 
substantial costs, to pursue these types of delivery systems. Lacking the 
resources to develop expensive strike platforms such as fifth- generation 
aircraft, these states turned to these types of ballistic and cruise missiles 
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as an alternative to give them the ability to launch attacks against more 
sophisticated opponents.53

Second, while US missile defenses continue to improve, the substantial 
cost difference between theater- range offensive missiles (to include in the 
form of shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles) and the defensive 
missiles that can intercept them continues to strongly favor the attacker. 
In the near- to medium- term, the United States and its allies will field 
defensive systems such as the PAC-3 and THAAD against these types of 
missiles, but offenses will continue to retain a numerical advantage. 
Passive defenses (such as hardening potential targets) can also play an 
important role in defending against missile strikes, but they cannot fully 
address potential vulnerabilities, particularly against adversaries that can 
build and field large numbers of missiles. As such, there are not defensive 
means to negate all the shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles 
within the arsenals of states such as Iran and North Korea, so these mis-
siles will likely remain an appealing strike option for both.54

Third, beyond the rogue states, shorter- range and intermediate- range 
missiles are also an important part of China’s and Russia’s armed forces 
(to include the latter’s INF- violating SSC-8). Both states have closely 
analyzed the US way of warfare with an eye toward finding ways to coun-
ter and defeat it. They recognize that in recent contingencies and conflicts 
the United States has fully leveraged advantages—such as the ability to 
rapidly achieve air dominance and flow forces into the theater at little to 
no risk to US bases and platforms—to dismantle and defeat enemy armed 
forces. Shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles, particularly when 
dual capable and carried by mobile TELs, however, can place US bases 
and forces in- theater at risk of attack from the outset of a potential 
conflict. This threat complicates the ability of the United States to gene-
rate ISR and strike sorties, move reinforcements, and otherwise operate 
key high- value platforms (such as aircraft carriers) to quickly and deci-
sively respond to provocation or aggression against itself or its allies.55 
As such, missiles such as China’s DF-26 and Russia’s SSC-8 represent 
important capabilities within both states’ broader antiaccess/area denial 
(A2/AD) strategies.56

These developments have also led the Trump administration to recon-
sider the potential merits of systems banned by the INF Treaty. If US air 
and naval platforms for cruise missiles face increasing risk in future oper-
ating environments, ground- based systems may provide a valuable option 
to both offset adversary systems of this type and hold adversary A2/AD 
assets (and the forces and infrastructure they are designed to protect) at risk. 
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As such, should the United States withdraw from the treaty in August 2019, 
it is prepared to move forward with research and development on conven-
tional intermediate- range ground- launched systems.57

In sum, shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles, which did not 
pose a threat to either Washington of Moscow in 1991, increasingly 
became a challenge to both states, leading them to again view ground- 
launched intermediate- range systems as an important strike system 
(Russia) and potential future strike option (United States).

Extended Deterrence and Allied Assurance, Post–Cold War

NATO’s European leaders had greeted the arrival of the SS-20 in the 
1970s with alarm. As described above, the missile, and extended deterrence 
questions it raised, led them to seek renewed and revitalized demonstrations 
of assurance in the form of US intermediate- range missiles. They were the 
chief advocates for the US Pershing IIs and ground- launched Tomahawks 
and pressed for the alliance’s dual- track approach.

By contrast, when the United States informed NATO in January 2014 that 
Russia was in violation of the INF Treaty due to tests of the SSC-8/9M279, 
the news was met with expressions of concern but not consternation by its 
European allies.58 In general, the European members of the alliance 
viewed the Russian violation as an arms control compliance problem 
rather than a security threat, and hoped that US diplomacy would per-
suade Moscow to fully abide by the treaty. The appearance of the missile 
did not catalyze an alliance- wide assurance crisis. By early 2019, however, 
the Trump administration concluded that Russia’s continuing violation of 
the treaty and deployment of multiple SSC-8 battalions, combined with 
the United States remaining bound by the treaty, was untenable for the 
purposes of US national security and the requirements of extended 
deterrence.

Why did the United States and its European allies react differently to 
the SSC-8 than to the SS-20? The United States had not viewed the SS-20 
as a major threat to its extended deterrence posture in Europe. The dual- 
capable SSC-8, however—when combined with other Russian theater 
nuclear assets, conventional forces, and A2/AD capabilities—became 
viewed as a potential threat to US efforts to deter Russian plans and strategies 
of coercion and aggression in Europe.

The SSC-8 joins several other types of currently operational, dual- 
capable Russian platforms that can launch nuclear attacks in- theater. By 
comparison, while NATO has three members that field nuclear forces, for 
the purposes of theater nuclear deterrence the alliance relies on one type 
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of platform (fighter- bomber aircraft, often termed “dual- capable” aircraft 
[DCA]) that in a notional future nuclear crisis could be armed with only 
one type of weapon (US B61 gravity bombs, potentially carried by US and 
other allied DCA). Unclassified estimates suggest a significant disparity 
between the arsenals of US and Russian nonstrategic nuclear weapons. A 
January 2019 Congressional Research Service report estimates that the 
United States has 500 of these weapons (with perhaps 200 in Europe) 
while Russia possesses 1,000 to 6,000.59 With the SSC-8 potentially further 
bolstering Russia’s theater nuclear capabilities, the Kremlin may feel 
emboldened to use its nuclear forces for the purposes of coercion and 
aggression against NATO.60 Russia has already issued a number of veiled 
and overt nuclear threats against NATO partners and allies in recent years, 
and it may view the SSC-8 as another means to threaten political, eco-
nomic, and military targets across the territory of NATO’s European 
states.61 Moreover, should a future NATO- Russian conventional conflict 
begin to go badly for the Kremlin, the SSC-8 might be employed by Moscow 
to launch a theater nuclear strike to force a hard stop on NATO opera-
tions (and perhaps convince US and European political leaders to come to 
the negotiating table).62

The SSC-8 is also the latest example of Russia’s ongoing integration of 
conventional, dual- capable, and nuclear platforms into a military force 
designed to challenge NATO within the murky, competitive grey zone 
between peace and war, and, if necessary, prevail in a limited, regional 
armed conflict. With Russia developing and upgrading layered defenses 
against NATO air assets, for example, the Kremlin may believe it can 
shield future operations along its borders and even into NATO territory 
from US and NATO aircraft and surface ships. If so, it may conclude that 
it can launch swift, accurate nuclear or conventional attacks against key 
NATO forces or bases from platforms such as the SSC-8 deep within its 
own territory at little risk to these assets. In addition, with the nuclear or 
conventional status of the SSC-8 likely unknown, Russia may also believe 
US and NATO commanders will be reticent to act against these platforms 
out of concerns that attacking them could inadvertently cause a conven-
tional fight to escalate into a nuclear conflict—an ambiguity the Kremlin 
might be happy to leverage in a future crisis.

Beyond its direct military utility, all of the above considerations under-
line the challenge the SSC-8 poses for the purposes of extended deterrence. 
Its deployment provides Russia with an accurate, mobile, dual- capable 
intermediate- range strike asset that may cause it to reevaluate the cost- 
benefit assessments of various actions against NATO, from low- level 
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mischief and malfeasance up to possible theater nuclear strikes in a future 
conflict. Among other targets, it can range bases and airfields in Europe 
critical to the potential US response to attacks against its NATO allies. To 
whatever degree the SSC-8 gives Russia additional confidence that it can 
continue to violate treaties and undertake actions such as the illegal annexa-
tion of Crimea with impunity, it could undermine ongoing US efforts to 
deter Moscow from seeking to strain, crack, and possibly combat the alliance.

NATO’s European members were publicly united in joining the United 
States in condemning Russia’s violation of the INF Treaty and then sup-
porting Washington’s stated intent to withdraw in February 2019.63 Not 
all members of the alliance, however, had initially agreed with the United 
States’ assessment that the treaty could not be saved. Germany, for example, 
lobbied the United States in late 2018 to allow additional time for diplomacy 
(thus pushing back the date of the US announcement).

Even though deployed, the SSC-8 has not triggered an existential 
assurance crisis for the alliance. Europe in 2019 is not territorially divided 
between two superpowers and their proxies, with both sides poised to 
wage mass conventional (and potentially also nuclear) war across Central 
Europe. Russia is a serious security challenge, particularly in the wake of 
its illegal seizure of Crimea in 2014, but perspectives across the alliance 
differ (in most cases, reflecting the specific party’s geographic proximity to 
Russia) on how best to counter Russia. Across the alliance, however, most 
nations first seek conventional means of reassurance. They have cheered 
measures such as the European Reassurance Initiative, which has brought 
additional rotations of US conventional forces to Europe to beef up 
NATO planning, training, and exercise efforts, with a focus on the alliance’s 
eastern flank.64 With Russia meddling in the cyberspace domains and 
domestic elections of NATO states and using exotic radioactive and 
chemical weapons for assassinations on their sovereign territory, alliance 
members also seek support and reassurance to counter a broad swathe of 
Russian actions that are malign but fell short of actual armed conflict.

Unlike in 1979, allies did not press the United States to either develop 
or deploy its own intermediate- range, ground-launched nuclear- capable 
platform to counter the SSC-8. Indeed, some countries were wary of having 
to field a future request from the United States to place these types of 
systems in Europe, and Germany’s foreign minister stated his flat opposi-
tion to hosting US nuclear- armed intermediate- range missiles in December 
2018.65 A recognition that US European allies have concerns about the 
placement of additional nuclear- capable platforms and/or weapons in 
Europe has already led the United States to conclude that pursuing two 
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offshore theater nuclear options (a low- yield SLBM warhead and a po-
tential new sea- launched nuclear- armed cruise missile) represents the 
best means to bolster NATO’s theater nuclear forces in response to the 
SSC-8.66 Allies broadly support this approach (publicly communicated in 
the US 2018 Nuclear Posture Review) with new US intermediate- range 
ground missiles developed as non- nuclear, conventional strike options.

In addition, for a number of allies a larger concern than the SSC-8 per se 
is the broader breakdown of strategic stability and, by extension, the ero-
sion and demise of various arms control and confidence- building measures 
between the United States and the Russian Federation. Arms control 
treaties, and particularly the INF, are viewed by a number of NATO allies 
as important to establishing a relative peace between Washington and 
Moscow that ensures Europe will not get trampled in any future wrestling 
match between these two titans.67 As such, even if the INF Treaty repre-
sented a largely inactive and increasingly ineffective treaty, it had critical 
symbolic importance to many of NATO’s European members as an accord 
that played a key role in banishing, for a time, the specter of major power 
nuclear brinkmanship and conflict in Europe. In this regard, a significant 
number of NATO states viewed the INF Treaty as buttressing an impor-
tant facet of European security and had hoped it could be repaired rather 
than withdrawn.

The contemporary assurance needs of NATO European states are thus 
multivariate and complex, are not limited to the Russian nuclear threat, 
and at present are also playing out against the backdrop of tensions in the 
alliance over matters such as budget contributions. The SSC-8 is thus one 
of several headaches facing the alliance. When its existence was revealed 
by the United States to the rest of NATO in 2014, it was viewed differ-
ently than the news of the SS-20’s deployment, which in the late 1970s 
appeared to NATO European leaders as both a fundamental threat to the 
alliance’s theater nuclear deterrence posture and a delivery system that 
could drive a wedge between its European members and its largest, most 
capable military power. For the United States, in contrast, the Trump 
administration’s evaluation of the SSC-8, when combined with Russia’s 
other nonstrategic nuclear forces and its integration of nuclear and con-
ventional force for the purposes of challenging NATO, led it to conclude 
the now- deployed missile posed a serious threat to the US approach to 
extended deterrence in Europe. Together with Russia’s increasingly poor 
record of compliance with arms control treaties and international law, 
these factors caused the administration to determine that it could not 
indefinitely remain in a treaty that constrained the United States but did 
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nothing to halt Russia from further deployments of a highly capable 
platform.68

Loss of  Consensus on Strategic Stability

The shared agreement between the United States and Soviet Union 
that a stable mutual deterrence relationship could be governed by agree-
ments on offensive and defensive strategic forces—and that by extension, 
other platforms, including those covered by the INF Treaty, could be 
treated as an important but separate problem set—eroded in the post–
Cold War era.

For the United States, the logic of this approach remained valid so long 
as both parties continued to field robust, survivable strategic nuclear delivery 
systems capable of launching a devastating retaliatory counterattack 
against the other party even after a massive first strike. US strategists observe 
that the Russian Federation continues to field large numbers of ICBMs, 
SLBMs, and long- range bombers capable of promptly attacking the US 
homeland while also devoting significant resources to modernizing these 
systems and developing new strategic delivery vehicles. As such, for most 
of the post–Cold War era the United States has stated that it views the 
status quo of mutual nuclear deterrence, and the strategic stability associ-
ated with it, as continuing to apply to the US- Russia relationship for the 
foreseeable future.69

Russia disagrees. Beginning with the US withdrawal from the ABM 
Treaty, President Putin and his military leadership became increasingly 
convinced that the United States is determined to take steps to undermine 
Russia’s strategic deterrent as part of broader efforts to give Washington a 
free hand to interfere within Moscow’s sphere of influence, undermine 
(externally and internally) its ruling regime, and generally relegate it to the 
sidelines as a second- tier power.70 Russia’s concerns go beyond missile 
defenses; its strategists paint a dark picture whereby the United States 
contemplates waging full- spectrum warfare against Russia. This scenario 
envisions the US using space and cyberspace weapons as well as advanced 
precision- strike platforms to cripple Russia’s command and control, knock 
out its strike platforms (with a focus on its strategic nuclear forces), and 
then negate a ragged, disorganized second strike with a globally networked 
system of national and theater missile defenses. For the Kremlin, this 
nightmare scenario is not only plausible, it also inherently undermines its 
ability to deter the United States from a broad range of actions well short 
of major conflict between the two powers. It fears that if Washington 
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dismisses Russia’s nuclear forces, it will be emboldened to challenge Moscow 
everywhere (and will not hesitate to intervene anywhere).

Russia thus accuses the United States of walking away from a shared 
concept of the importance of maintaining an offense- defense balance that 
was central to the concept of strategic stability and past efforts at negotiating 
nuclear arms control agreements. It also argues that this abandonment of 
a core principle of strategic stability, coupled with improvements to US 
conventional strike systems, has collapsed any useful distinction between 
the strategic value and deterrence role of intermediate- range and strategic- 
range systems. If American cruise missiles launched from various platforms 
can quickly and lethally strike Russian nuclear forces deep within its borders, 
it contends, these systems are now part of cost- benefit calculations associ-
ated with weighing the merits of a first strike.71 These concerns blend with 
Russian accusations that NATO theater missile defense sites in Eastern 
Europe can be converted from firing missile interceptors to launching 
cruise missiles against Russian nuclear assets.72

The United States has countered the above charges with technical evi-
dence and strategic arguments that US conventional strike systems and 
theater missile defenses are not intended for, and lack the capability to, 
negate Russia’s strategic nuclear deterrent. It has also pushed back against 
Russia’s unsubstantiated claims that the United States has violated the 
INF Treaty (claims that only emerged after the United States confronted 
Russia with its violation of the accord).73 For its part, Russia’s failure to 
comply with, or fully respect, a number of treaties and agreements has led 
the United States to reexamine its views on strategic stability. If Russia 
can brazenly violate agreements such as the INF Treaty to realize a mili-
tary advantage, and leverage this advantage as part of a broader effort to 
compete with the United States, then “strategic stability” between strategic 
nuclear forces may be a narrow and outmoded view of what constitutes a 
stable strategic relationship between Washington and Moscow.

As a result, both the United States and Russia, albeit following different 
logic, have concluded that the INF Treaty, and the missiles it banned, 
cannot be viewed as entirely separate and distinct from the architecture 
and understandings of strategic stability and strategic nuclear arms control. 
In addition, the tacit and formal agreements on strategic nuclear deterrence 
that provided a broader framework for negotiating the INF Treaty and 
other nuclear arms control treaties have eroded, are in dispute, or—in the 
case of New START—are due to expire.
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A Purpose- Built and Inflexible Accord

The strategic context and concepts informing the negotiation of the 
INF Treaty in the mid- to late 1980s significantly changed over the course 
of the next three decades. These changes placed the treaty under stress in 
the post–Cold War era.

On the potential eve of the end of the treaty it is important to recognize 
that in its negotiation and initial years of implementation, the pact rep-
resented a major success for the United States and NATO. The accord 
combined elements of deterrence and diplomacy to realize a critical US 
and allied security objective by eliminating Soviet shorter- range and 
intermediate- range ground- launched missiles. This dual- track approach is 
a potential template for how to effectively and simultaneously deter and 
negotiate with a nuclear- armed adversary.

It is also critical to recognize that the INF Treaty is not the only agree-
ment that the Russian Federation has chosen to violate; indeed, the Kremlin 
has castigated the treaty and other agreements dating from the late Cold 
War and early post–Cold War period as undercutting Russian security 
interests. For the current generation of Russian political and military leaders, 
the accord is emblematic of a time (now past) of comparative weakness 
and uncertainty regarding their country’s place in regional and global affairs. 
These headwinds were likely to place the treaty in jeopardy regardless of 
its other merits.

With the INF Treaty in perhaps its terminal phase, however, it is in-
structive to assess how the architecture and implementation of the treaty 
itself may have made it vulnerable to outside forces. In turn, this assess-
ment can help inform future efforts to develop treaties and agreements on 
nuclear arms control.

Treaty Implementation, Violations, and Anomalies

In both architecture and implementation, the INF Treaty has features 
that render it unique. It was crafted with a distinct goal in mind: it is the 
only bilateral nuclear arms control treaty that prohibits and eliminates, 
rather than merely limits, entire categories of nuclear- capable delivery 
systems.

Architecture

First among the treaty’s distinct features is its overall duration provision, 
stipulating indefinite implementation provided no party withdraws—the 
treaty itself never expires (Article XV defines it as “of unlimited duration”). 
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The majority of bilateral arms control agreements, by contrast, are com-
monly negotiated to be of finite duration. Countries show a distinct aversion 
either to tying their hands or planning for the future when negotiating these 
types of accords.

Second, while the INF Treaty itself does not expire, its abolition of 
shorter- range and intermediate- range ground- launched missiles, launchers, 
and support equipment outlived state party rights to conduct verification 
inspections. Per the treaty’s Protocol on Elimination, ground- based mis-
siles, launchers, and support equipment were all to be eliminated within a 
three- year period for perpetuity. As noted above, however, the treaty’s 
Protocol on Verification required on- site inspections to end 13 years after 
the treaty’s entry into force. The design of the treaty assumed that confidence 
would be sufficiently established, and uncertainty adequately diminished, at 
the time both arsenals of missiles covered by the treaty were eliminated, 
allowing for the effective retirement of the pact’s inspection regime. As 
such, the treaty was crafted both in its time and for its time, presuming 
détente (or at least mutual agreement on a stabilizing approach to theater 
nuclear deterrence) would remain in place for the long term.

Third, the treaty’s SVC, intended to “resolve questions relating to com-
pliance” and facilitate other discussions on the “viability and effectiveness” 
of the treaty, was an ad hoc body that would convene upon request of one 
of the two participating states to address specific disputes.74 During the 
treaty’s initial phase of implementation, it met regularly and was considered 
an effective tool in the resolution of ambiguities and disputes. Its long- term 
role and mandate, however, was left vague and open to interpretation.

Fourth, the treaty had no provision for a regular review conference, no 
standing working group meetings for maintaining the integrity of the 
treaty, and no mechanism for modernization (such as some means for re-
viewing how evolving technologies might affect the classes of missiles it 
eliminated and/or change the value of these delivery systems in light of 
other types of weaponry). When the SVC met regularly, it served some of 
these purposes by resolving interpretation, implementation, and technical 
questions. But the lack of reliance on the body or any mechanism to main-
tain and evolve the treaty proved problematic in light of the changing 
nature of military technologies and increasing innovation, to include with 
regard to shorter- range and intermediate- range missiles.

Implementation

The INF Treaty’s implementation was also relatively unique. While 
early implementation was successful and both parties complied in its early 
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years with the standards and timelines of the treaty’s Elimination Protocol, 
US efforts to address Russia’s violation of the treaty proved problematic. 
Despite having concerns over Russian missile development since the 
mid-2000s, the United States did not raise these concerns with Russian 
counterparts until the spring of 2013. It then made Russia’s violation a 
matter of public record in its annual report on arms control and nonpro-
liferation compliance to Congress in 2014.75 To resolve the dispute over 
alleged violations, the United States adopted a strategy of continuing dip-
lomatic overtures consisting largely of bilateral consultations with the 
Russians at various levels for the next two and a half years. The United 
States only convened the SVC in November of 2016, which ultimately 
produced little in the way of results or resolution.

Just prior to a second convening of the SVC in November of 2017, the 
Trump administration presented its plan of action to the Russians when 
the US ambassador to Russia, Jon Huntsman, Jr., met with the Russian 
deputy foreign minister, Sergei Ryabkov.  The US government’s “Inte-
grated Strategy” outlined the diplomatic, military, and economic steps the 
United States would take to coerce Russia back into compliance with the 
INF Treaty, including a review of “military concepts and options” should 
the Russians not return to compliance.76 The United States continued to 
“discuss its concerns” with Russia and indicate Russian noncompliance in 
its annual compliance reports through 2018.

The arms control literature on treaty violations, disputes, and resolu-
tions offers some insight into best practices in this area, particularly with 
respect to the use of a treaty’s dispute resolution body. Scholars Antonia 
and Abram Chayes indicate that “the consultative body specified in an 
arms control agreement should be the forum of first choice for raising 
compliance issues,”  but that “if after a reasonable period” the dispute is not 
satisfactorily resolved and the violation appears “clear and deliberate,” 
stronger actions, including a formal charge of violation, may be warranted.77 
In the case of the INF Treaty, however, the SVC was clearly not the United 
States’ first choice for addressing Russia’s violation of the accord, as it 
waited a great deal of time before convening the body, preferring a strategy 
of trying to resolve the dispute outside the official margins of the treaty 
instead. US diplomatic declarations and actions in the interim, however, 
which took place outside of the treaty, may have led Moscow to conclude 
that the United States preferred to resolve the dispute quietly, was reluc-
tant to impose consequences, and was uncertain of how much it valued the 
accord. Edwin Smith, an expert in treaty law, has argued that, on their 
own, “authoritative formal determinations of non- compliance contribute 
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little to the arms control treaty relationship.”78 The United States resorted 
to such determinations and confrontations over a protracted period with-
out taking any “clear and deliberate” action to either bolster the fading 
treaty or impose real costs on Russia for its continuing, willful violation of 
the treaty.

As a result, it was not until several years after the United States first 
detected the Russian violation of the treaty that it took “stronger action” in 
the form of the Integrated Strategy. The United States pressured Russia 
with this policy for approximately a year before setting the wheels in motion 
for the ultimate consequences of suspension and withdrawal.

The United States also did not make a significant effort to coordinate 
with the other non- Russian Federation treaty members in addressing 
Russia’s INF violation, nor did it formally consult with its NATO allies on 
this matter until January 2014. Harald Müller, former director of the 
Peace Research Institute of Frankfurt, has argued that in arms control 
implementation “leadership must be transparent—the fellow treaty par-
ties must know what leaders are doing to help restore compliance . . . and 
coordinate with other community partners.”79 In this case, US consulta-
tion with NATO allies occurred months after initial US diplomatic en-
gagement directly with Russia. Further, some allies were later surprised 
by the Trump administration’s statement in October 2018 that it was 
prepared to exit the treaty. These actions set in motion a flurry of diplo-
matic activity yielding a NATO statement at the end of the month that 
“no arms- control arrangement can be effective if it is only respected by 
one side.”80 This sequence of events appears to belie advance coordina-
tion. A more cohesive alliance response may not have saved the INF 
Treaty, but better coordination on future treaty violations may play a role 
in impacting Russia’s cost- benefit calculus for its compliance with trea-
ties and agreements.

Adaptive Change for Enduring Arms Control

Although not yet dead, the INF Treaty offers lessons for future treaty 
negotiators. First, the treaty’s construction as a pact of unlimited duration 
coupled with a relatively limited and ad hoc mechanism—in the SVC—
for addressing later questions of effectiveness failed to provide either a 
channel or a means to allow both parties to regularly review and discuss 
adapting the treaty when necessary. The Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, 
for example, has review conferences every five years to discuss and debate 
its implementation and future. The pace of technological and geopolitical 
change in the twenty- first century suggests that any agreement on limit-
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ing types or numbers of armaments would likely benefit from a regular 
review process codified in the original text. Doing so would allow partici-
pants to determine whether the treaty’s arms limitations are still in their 
best interests and, if not, discuss whether the treaty can be expanded or 
contracted to render a compact that can continue to provide transparency 
and stability benefitting the security of all parties.

Second, the treaty should not have placed a time limit on its verification 
regime, particularly given its indefinite duration. National technical means, 
such as overhead satellites, offer abundant information allowing the 
United States to assess the compliance of other parties with treaties and 
agreements. However, there is no full substitute for the on- site inspection 
and portal monitoring teams that can directly observe treaty- limited 
equipment, or its absence, at designated bases, manufacturing plants, and 
other locations.81 It would be reasonable to scope the number and tempo 
of inspections, and perhaps other elements of a verification regime, with 
the life cycle of a treaty—for example, having more inspections in its ini-
tial implementation phase. However, ending these types of verification 
activities after a treaty has reached its initial objectives limits a vital means 
of maintaining trust and confidence in continuing compliance with the 
accord. Problems can ensue later if either side begins to question the con-
tinuing fidelity of other participating states with the terms of the pact. For 
any treaty of lengthy or indefinite duration, a verification regime should be 
designed to satisfy President Reagan’s arms control maxim of “trust, but 
verify” across the entire life of the accord.

Third, the experience of the INF Treaty may indicate that accords having 
a significant impact on alliance assurance and extended deterrence matters 
may benefit from a review and dialogue process—separate from, but parallel 
to, the treaty itself —whereby the United States and its allies can regularly 
discuss the treaty and its relationship to the security of alliance members. 
Within such a process, the United States should be clear whenever it views 
any particular treaty as no longer in the best interests of its national security; 
the gatherings would be for discussion and consultation, and the forum 
would not represent a separate decision- making body. Its value in terms of 
communication and coordination on treaty matters, however, would be 
beneficial to the United States and its allies. Putting forward a seamless 
US- allied front on all actions regarding treaties is particularly important 
given Russia’s long- standing objective of using multiple means to try and 
create division between the United States and its allies.

Fourth, the potential end of the INF Treaty underscores the challenges 
facing future rounds of US- Russia arms control negotiations and proposals 
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for future multilateral talks that could include additional nuclear states. 
Access to advanced military technologies is not restricted to major powers, 
and competition between major powers is not restricted in terms of types 
of weapons or strategic domains. Russia and other actors have integrated 
their nuclear forces with other means of warfare due to their assessment 
that nuclear weapons will remain critical to regional and international 
security for the foreseeable future. Given these challenges, is it possible for 
the United States and Russia to have future nuclear arms control agree-
ments solely addressing their strategic nuclear arsenals?

It remains in the best interest of Washington and Moscow to continue 
to engage in negotiations aimed at reducing nuclear risk, particularly if 
treaties such as the INF come to an end. Indeed, these types of talks are 
even more critical as Cold War agreements and understandings continue 
to erode or expire. Future agreements, however, must be designed with 
greater flexibility in mind. The great success of the INF Treaty should be 
remembered and celebrated. If it passes into history, perhaps the INF can 
teach us that the future of arms control will need to prove as nimble and 
adaptable as the weaponry it seeks to limit. 
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Emotional Choices: How the Logic of Affect Shapes Coercive Diplomacy by Robin Markwica. 

Oxford University Press, 2018, 384 pp.
How are you feeling right now? If you talked to someone next to you, would that 

person be able to accurately tell how you are feeling? How about someone 4,800 miles 
away, separated by different cultures, deep- seated suspicion, and cognitive biases? If you 
are a state leader and you or your opponent’s emotions are misleading, the result could 
be nuclear war. Emotions have been critical drivers of state security policy since the be-
ginnings of the state, but the quest to study and categorize these emotions, and their 
effects, is just beginning to bear fruit.

Robin Markwica, a Max Weber Fellow in the Robert Schuman Centre for Ad-
vanced Studies at the European University Institute, steps into this growing field of 
inquiry with his book Emotional Choices: How the Logic of Affect Shapes Coercive Diplomacy. 
The promise and peril of coercive diplomacy, as Markwica describes, is that it can “per-
suade” a weaker opponent to accede to the stronger actor’s demands short of war, but 
history shows repeatedly that such threats—even from a clearly militarily superior 
power—have a low success rate. The rational actor model of state action is hard- pressed 
to explain why this is the case, as is the social norms / constructivist model. Both models 
have valuable insights, but Markwica believes a “theory of affect”—an examination of 
leadership emotions—can help fill in the gaps of knowledge as to why leaders of weak 
states choose to submit or resist great power coercion.

Two broadly defined academic groups seek to explain human decision- making in 
international relations: rationalists view man as homo economicus, making decisions 
based on a cost- benefit analysis of consequences, while constructivists view man as 
homo sociologicus, making decisions based on social norms and appropriateness within a 
community. Markwica seeks to add a third group to help explain decision- making, homo 
emotionalis, “emotional, social, and physiological beings whose emotions connect them 
to and separate them from significant others.” Markwica quickly, and correctly, notes 
that these three groups are not mutually exclusive and often work in an interrelated, if 
complicated, manner.

He then identifies five primary emotions—fear, anger, hope, pride, and humiliation—
that, if dominating a leader’s emotional state, could increase the likelihood of either 
compliance or noncompliance with the coercer’s demands. Although all of these emo-
tions could lead to noncompliance with the coercer’s demands, Markwica identifies 
only the emotions of fear and humiliation as also potentially leading to compliance. 
Thus, the coercer’s dilemma is that to succeed, the coercer must instill the fear and hu-
miliation of noncompliance in the victim state but not to the point where those same 
emotions could prompt it to resist. This dilemma yields perhaps Markwica’s greatest 
insight of the book: “Coercers not only need to develop a good understanding of target 
leaders’ identities and emotion norms . . . [but also] require empathy, i.e., the capacity to 
infer how someone else is currently feeling and to imagine how someone will likely feel 
in response to certain signals.” 
     To test his theory of “how and to what extent” emotions play a role in decision- 
making within the context of coercive diplomacy, Markwica examines two case studies: 
the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 and the lead- up to and beginning of the Gulf War in 
1990–91. In each case, Markwica examines eight pivotal decisions of the coerced state 
leadership and whether, or how intensely, emotions played a role in their decisions to 
comply or resist. To his great credit, Markwica readily acknowledges when there is not 
enough evidence to support either the expression of certain feelings or their relevance, 
using the categories of unknown, irrelevant, minor, relevant, and important to describe 
the role of each of the five emotions in each decision for each case.



124  STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019

Book Reviews

Markwica provides adequate primary source citations, so the reader will feel mostly 
confident in the presence and relevance of each emotion for each decision; however, the 
nagging thought that the historical record may be grossly undocumented remains. 
Again, to his credit, Markwica acknowledges that some emotions that may even play a 
major role in decision- making will remain undocumented as participants haven’t re-
corded those instances or have forgotten them. The most likely reason for the scarcity of 
such evidence, however, is that leaders generally keep their emotions to themselves or 
mask them in language of cold rationality. In group dynamics, for example, there are 
strong tendencies toward groupthink and social acceptance, which disincentivize ex-
pressing certain emotions. In this the reader must humbly accept, as Markwica does, 
that in the human condition, uncertainty is a feature and not a bug to be fixed.

 While Markwica does an admirable job of explaining the number of ways emotions 
can be documented, his work does fall short in acknowledging that state leaders have 
often purposely sought to mislead or deceive other state leaders by expressing false 
emotions. President Roosevelt famously sought to manipulate a desperate Joseph Stalin 
by inundating him with concessions to gain personal rapport and a better bargaining 
position.1 One thinks of Sun Tzu’s famous advice, “If your opponent is of choleric tem-
per, seek to irritate him. Pretend to be weak, that he may grow arrogant.” Markwica’s 
model, which advocates attempting to recognize and exploit the opponent’s emotional 
state, will be frustrated by the clever bluffer, and history shows there are many. In re-
sponse, Markwica may fairly argue that such bluffs bedevil both the rationalist and con-
structivist camps, but the emotional theory he advocates is especially vulnerable. State 
leaders often believe they can connect with each other on an emotional level, à la 
George W. Bush looking into Putin’s eyes and getting “a sense of his soul.”2

Another flaw in Emotional Choices, though somewhat minor, is the lack of discussion 
of what factors may influence certain emotions, particularly the effect of mental illness 
on emotions. President Lincoln and Prime Minister Churchill undoubtedly had some 
form of depression affecting their emotions and thus decision- making.3 In some cases, 
these illnesses helped them to avoid the trap of unjustified optimism, or “hope” and 
“pride” in Markwica’s terms. As political psychologist Jerrold Post has written on prolifically, 
narcissism ranging from the benign to the malignant to the clinical/psychopathological 
surrounds political leaders in many cultures.4 Thus, mental illness from the mild to severe 
may play a constraining role in how leaders are able to regulate their emotions and 
therefore their decisions.

That being said, this book lays an excellent foundation for future researchers to ex-
plore, both in the areas of psychology and international relations. For instance, in the 
area of international relations, were the coercers successful in producing the desired 
emotions, or did they produce different emotions outside of those intended? Did the 
coercers even realize they produced certain emotions within the coerced? What signals 
did the coercer focus on as a check for whether a certain emotion and the desired result 
were produced?

Another fruitful area for research lies in the psychological realm, by exploring how 
test subjects react knowing that another subject may be trying to manipulate their emo-
tions. Humans, of course, have a natural tendency to think that they are in control of 
their emotions or have the ultimate say over how they feel. But knowing that someone 
else, whether someone stronger or in authority, is trying to make you feel a particular 
emotion may induce a natural desire to resist.

The author brilliantly combines the latest insights from neuropsychology and inter-
national relations to produce an excellent framework for understanding how emotions 
can affect state leaders under the most stressful circumstances. His findings not only 
have great theoretical value but also provide policy makers insight on the psychological 
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processes involved in coercive diplomacy, their relevance, and the great caution they 
should induce. Markwica’s insight that “the capacity to empathize is just as important 
to the success of coercive diplomacy as the perceived credibility of threats” may be his 
most important. “Think of how others will feel” is not just an important piece of advice 
our parents told us, it may be one of the primary determinants in the success of diplo-
macy and the avoidance of war. 

Matthew R. Costlow 
National Institute for Public Policy
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Rationality in the North Korean Regime by David W. Shin. Lexington Books, New 
York, 333 pp.
Someone reading just the headlines about the actions of North Korea’s young leader, 

Kim Jong Un, during his 2017 verbal and cyber sparring with President Donald Trump 
might wonder about the rationality of the North Korean leader. Engaging in seemingly 
aggressive behavior not only to provoke the United States and South Korea but also to 
draw the ire of longtime allies in China and Russia—with the frightening prospect of a 
nuclear engagement—does not seem like the actions of a rational leader. In fact, many 
of the actions of the 70-year-      old Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) ap-
pear irrational, if not insane. Yet a further analysis reveals that far from the actions of a 
series of mad rulers, the Kim Dynasty, to include Kim Jong Un, undertakes most of its 
actions, however provocative, with a rational and deliberate purpose.

To emphasize the logic behind North Korean leadership and their actions, David 
Shin, a professor at the National Intelligence University, offers his analysis and insight 
in his Rationality in the North Korean Regime. Shin looks at the decision-      making pro-
cesses and actions of the three Kims (Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, Kim Jong Un) who 
have lead the country. Shin theorizes that the regime’s various undertakings reflect a 
logic of seeking to achieve a strategic objective for the regime, from attempting to re-
unify the Korean peninsula under the North Korean flag to attempting to stabilize and 
protect the North Korean government from collapse due to economic and international 
factors. By providing a theoretical framework for defining what rational decisions mean 
for the regime, Shin offers a historical analysis—from Kim Il Sung’s revolutionary days 
to the present day’s (circa 2017) Kim Jong Un—and places those actions within the 
context of that framework.

The results of those decisions varied in their degrees of success. Some actions did not 
result in the desired end states, such as the Korean War of 1950–53 to try to reunify all 
of Korea and the bombing of Korean Air flight 858 in 1987 to punish South Korea for 
not including North Korea as part of the bid to host the 1988 Olympics and also to 
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disrupt the Games. However, other actions, such as the seizure of the USS Pueblo and 
the negotiations with Japan over abductees in the 2000s as well as leveraging Russia, 
China, and the United States against each other to achieve regime objectives in the 
2010s, proved more successful. Even if the actions appeared confrontational, they re-
sulted in either an improved security position for North Korea or offered the regime 
the chance to limit sanctions/obtain more economic and international concessions.

For most who would read Shin’s work, the theory of the rationality of North Korean 
leadership is not revolutionary. Away from the press and social media realm, most under-
stand that the Kims, even the young Kim Jong Un, have a rational mind and will not 
just act without an objective or end state in mind. Without such rationality, the Kim 
regime could not have survived over 70 years in power, especially given the various 
hardships (many self-      inflicted). Even if the actions and decisions of Kim Jong Un, like 
his father and grandfather before him, did not appear logical or rational to outsiders at 
first, those actions had a purpose and more often than not fulfilled a certain objective.

The history and subsequent analysis of the Kims’ actions rate as the most interesting 
and insightful parts of the book. For all the headlines that North Korea generates, it 
still mystifies the outside world. Its system of total control of information flow into and 
out of the country and restrictions on its citizens’ movements in and out of its borders 
limit the depth of knowledge that an outside observer can glean about the nation and 
its leaders. Any information for analysis about North Korea that can offer more chances 
to decipher the country’s actions and intentions is useful for anyone looking to learn 
about the regime. The age and inexperience of Kim Jong Un proves especially challenging 
as there is that much less to go on about him than there was for his predecessors; thus, 
this work helps to add to that limited understanding about the leader and his actions.

Using the analysis offered by Shin regarding North Korean leadership and their ac-
tions in the past, his framework can offer insights into what future interaction with the 
country will look like. Since the publication of this book, the June 2018 Singapore 
meeting between Kim Jong Un and Donald Trump can be viewed as a major political 
coup for the North Korean regime. The war talk between the two nations dominating 
headlines the year before faded into the background, along with much of the passion 
for maintaining crippling sanctions on the country, especially from China and Russia. 
Ramping down the war talk and meeting with Trump also achieved another aim of the 
regime: the reduction of combined US/South Korean military exercises, a long-standing 
goal of the North Korean leadership. As 2019 progresses, the actions of Kim Jong Un 
will offer more insight into the strategic objectives of North Korea, to include further 
reducing sanctions and looking to deal with the United States and its neighbors from a 
position of strength not seen in decades.

The book is academic in nature but very readable. The theoretical portion is dry but 
significant to understanding the author’s thesis. This work is a good complementary read 
for those planners and analysts looking at the North Korean problem set and attempting 
to figure out the decision-      making calculus for a still relatively unknown regime.

Lt Col Scott Martin, USAF

The End of Strategic Stability?: Nuclear Weapons and the Challenge of Regional Rivalries 
edited by Lawrence Rubin and Adam N. Stulberg. Georgetown Press, 2018, 314 pp.  

The term “strategic stability” originated from the Cold War competition between the 
United States and the Soviet Union. It referred to the idea that, despite their global 
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competition, Washington and Moscow had a vested self-     interest in establishing a stable, 
balanced deterrent relationship between their respective military forces and avoiding 
nuclear war. Reducing incentives for nuclear arms racing or launching a preemptive 
nuclear strike thus became central organizing principles for Cold War diplomacy and 
the pursuit of superpower détente.

Despite decades of talks, however, a fully realized and jointly shared understanding 
of strategic stability proved elusive. Both parties agreed strategic stability was an impor-
tant end state, but neither could agree on a concrete definition of the term. As Adam N. 
Stulberg and Lawrence Rubin discuss in their introduction to this edited volume, this 
phenomenon persists in the Great Power competitions and regional rivalries of today. 
The concept of strategic stability remains a touchstone for scholars and policy makers 
attempting to understand the complex role played by nuclear weapons in contemporary 
international affairs. But it also remains devilishly difficult to define, negotiate, and im-
plement between today’s nuclear rivals.

The book makes a compelling case, however, that despite these difficulties, ongoing 
efforts to redefine and adapt the concept can offer key insights into how nuclear weapons 
contribute to stability or instability in the complex regional and international security 
dynamics of today. The book’s chapters, each written by a different expert, provide an 
impressive depth and breadth of analysis into how “strategic stability” continues to rep-
resent a lodestar for efforts to address both the current competition between the United 
States, Russia, and China and between regional powers in East Asia, South Asia, and 
the Middle East. At the same time, each author also provides a clear-     eyed assessment 
of how the term can be contested, leading to differing and divergent conclusions re-
garding whether nuclear weapons resolve or exacerbate present security dilemmas.

Several chapters merit particular attention from international relations scholars and 
national security policy professionals. Sadia Tasleem of Quaid-     i-     Azam University and 
Happymon Jacob of Jawaharlal Nehru University, for example, provide in-     depth analyses 
of Pakistan and India’s understandings of strategic stability and how these compare and 
contrast both with each other and with the United States’ Cold War understanding of 
the concept. As Tasleem describes, Pakistan views its nuclear arsenal as essential to 
securing it against a bitter rival whose conventional strength it cannot match. This dis-
advantage leads Islamabad to attempt to realize “a balance with full-     spectrum [nuclear] 
deterrence” (p. 80) that drives Pakistan’s ongoing pursuit of multiple nuclear delivery 
systems and weapons, to include “tactical” weapons intended to halt any Indian armed 
force that breaches its border. Whether this creates the conditions for bilateral stability, 
however, is uncertain; as Tasleem notes, the utility or credibility of this deterrent might 
come into question very early within a high-     stakes showdown or clash of arms with 
India. Jacob then juxtaposes Islamabad’s understanding of strategic stability with New 
Delhi’s. The latter’s arsenal is primarily for the purpose of confirming India as a first-     tier 
scientific and military power. Indian strategies and policy makers are relatively uncon-
cerned with the mechanics of possible nuclear warfighting with Pakistan, pointing to 
violent extremist organizations aided (or at least not abetted) by Islamabad as the pri-
mary source of instability on the subcontinent. As Jacob explains, each side is commit-
ted to leveraging asymmetric advantages to achieve a form of “stability” that is inimical 
to the interests of its rival. These differences have repeatedly derailed bilateral and Track 
1.5 efforts aimed at negotiating some form of strategic stability for South Asia; at pres-
ent, neither side views the quantitative and qualitative improvements of their nuclear 
arsenals as part of an arms race that both have an incentive to slow or limit.

Three other chapters that should receive broad circulation within the strategic studies 
community are authored by Tong Zhao of the Carnegie Endowment, Dmitry Adamsky 
of the Interdisciplinary Center at Herzliya, and Ala’ Alrababa’h, a PhD candidate at 
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Stanford. All three share the strength of authors who are experts in the military and 
international affairs literature of the country on which they focus. Zhao provides a de-
tailed examination of Chinese scholars and military officers grappling with the potential 
implications of hypersonic delivery systems for their country’s security and the viability of 
their nuclear deterrent. His survey of these works provides critical context to China’s 
decision to pursue these platforms due to deep concerns that its own nuclear deterrent 
is vulnerable to the United States, particularly as the latter improves its missile defenses. 
From this perspective, fielding hypersonic delivery systems contributes to stability vis-     à-     vis 
the United States. Adamsky’s chapter is an excellent description of Russia’s views of 
cyberspace as a critical strategic domain and its efforts to employ means of information 
warfare to redress what it considers a dangerous and destabilizing strategic imbalance 
with the United States. From the Kremlin’s perspective, this deficit allows it to counter-
punch against a United States it concludes is committed to negating Russia’s strategic 
nuclear deterrent. Alrababa’h’s chapter focuses on Saudi Arabia, a state for whom 
strategic stability is synonymous with regime stability. He uses this paradigm to explain 
why the kingdom is relatively unconcerned about the nuclear opacity of Israel but 
deeply worried about the potential nuclear ambitions of Iran. His chapter provides an 
important window into understanding how a non-     nuclear state’s understanding of strategic 
stability is very different from the language and concepts of the United States and other 
nuclear powers.

Readers may disagree with certain arguments in specific chapters, but they will leave 
the volume better informed about how differing perspectives on nuclear weapons are an 
important driver of policy, strategy, and statecraft in regions key to US and allied secu-
rity. The only discordant note in an otherwise well-     orchestrated volume is that most of 
the chapters appear to reflect research completed prior to the last two years. This does 
not diminish its effectiveness in describing how different approaches to strategic stability 
are rooted in long-standing national perceptions of security, but in some cases the 
reader is left with questions as to how recent developments may have altered the strategic 
calculus of certain states. For a literature historically dominated by works focused on 
the Cold War, however, this volume provides a welcome and valuable contribution to 
how Great Powers and regional actors believe nuclear weapons—whether fielded by 
themselves, by an ally, or by an adversary—either undergird or undermine strategic sta-
bility, however they define it.

Justin Anderson
National Defense University

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this review are those of the author and are not an official policy or position 
of the National Defense University, the Department of Defense, or the US government.

The Hell of Good Intentions: America’s Foreign Policy Elite and the Decline of U.S. Primacy 
by Stephen M. Walt. Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2018, 291 pp.
Stephen Walt’s most recent work is especially intriguing given the international rela-

tions developments in the last week of 2018; he uses a critical eye to examine the foreign 
policy record of the United States since the end of the Cold War .

Following the fall of the Soviet Union, Walt argues, the United States could have 
proceeded with a more restrained grand strategy as tensions and security threats were 
reduced in the resulting unipolar world. But, as he articulates, the opposite occurred, 
and the United States engaged in a foreign policy called “liberal hegemony.” He asserts 
that this policy of liberal hegemony, although a “costly failure,” has been followed by 
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each successive US administration for the last 25 years. His assessment of this dynamic 
and the foreign policy community that works to continue this effort makes The Hell of 
Good Intentions a must read for international relations students and academics alike.

Walt’s book is a critique of what he terms the foreign policy establishment and their 
“deep engagement” posture toward international relations. His argument is that this 
established bipartisan elite, largely residing in the Beltway of Washington, DC, has 
managed to sustain a robust posture for the United States in the international arena—
even as the execution of this policy has been less than ideal. Walt’s thesis asserts that 
the momentum for liberal hegemony is sustained by its advocates exaggerating inter-
national dangers, overstating the benefits, and concealing the true costs, and all the 
while there are few accountability measures for those furthering this posture.

Walt posits that in addition to a lack of accountability, the tolerance for any dissent-
ing opinion is limited due to the pervasive nature of the interest in spreading demo-
cratic values and a democratic system of government to all parts of the world. This 
grand idea for our policy can only be accomplished by the indispensable nation that is 
the United States of America. Any opinion advocating a more limited posture, Walt 
writes, is construed as weakening US credibility and is isolationist thinking. In this 
book, Walt warns that this liberal hegemony policy is solely focused on remaking the 
world in America’s image—rather than focused on protecting the best interests of the 
citizens of the United States.

Interestingly enough, Walt begins by recounting his original intention for this work 
and his idea that it would be an assessment of US foreign policy at the end of the first 
year of what would be Pres. Hillary Clinton’s administration—the underpinning as-
sumption being that the liberal hegemony policy would be alive and well in 2018. His 
intriguing assessment is that the American people’s loss of patience for the foreign 
policy status quo surfaced in November 2016.

Supporting the main argument for this work, Walt offers thorough analysis for each 
aspect of his thesis and bolsters his assessment with 69 pages of citations. The format of 
the book makes the content easy to navigate, and I could easily envision this book in-
corporated into a foreign policy course, especially given the critical argument opposing 
the popular bipartisan international relations policy.

His analysis is not above some critique, most notably his assessment of the military 
and military senior leaders in support of liberal hegemony. As an example, he cites the 
escape of Osama bin Laden through the failure of the senior military commander to 
order Rangers to secure Tora Bora in 2001 (which, in fact, is a task akin to securing the 
Rocky Mountains). Walt does, however, make up for this evaluation by offering a harsh 
assessment of the media in supporting the liberal hegemon policies’ lack of accountability. 
In the end, his overall analysis is well supported, and he does make compelling argu-
ments in this work.

In keeping with the original purpose for the book, Walt includes a review of foreign 
policy for the president who was actually elected in 2016 rather than the one most 
thought would win. There is an entire chapter dedicated to how President Trump has 
gotten it all wrong. Initially intended as a critique of the anticipated Hillary Clinton 
administration, Walt instead carefully lays out the first year of US foreign policy under 
the Trump presidency and how Trump’s record does not stray too far from the practices 
of the previous US heads of state since the end of the Cold War. This chapter of the 
book is far from unbiased and at times digresses into simple Trump bashing, although 
the points Walt articulates are consistent with the previous thesis of the book and ac-
knowledge areas where the current administration deviates from the status quo. He also 
examines how the election of President Trump was partially a reaction by the American 
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constituency to the previous status quo and that Hillary Clinton, in the eyes of the voters, 
represented a policy of more of the same.

Stephen Walt closes the book with a chapter dedicated to his own proposal for a 
sustainable approach to US foreign policy. His recommendations are grounded in ideas 
that would protect the interests of the United States but reduce reliance on deep en-
gagement as in policies of the past. Offshore balancing anchors his thoughts on how 
the United States could approach the world in the future. Refreshingly, he acknowl-
edges the challenges this approach would face with a rising China and other states’ de-
sire for influence within their respective regions. Walt’s evidence in support of offshore 
balancing is not as thorough as his dislike for liberal hegemony, but his book is clearly 
thought-    provoking reading—especially as President Trump takes measures to reduce 
our military footprint across the globe toward the end of 2018.

COL Patrick T. Budjenska, US Army

Will China’s Economy Collapse? by Ann Lee. Polity Press, 2017, 137 pp.
Many pundits around the world suggest that China’s economy is likely to collapse. 

Author Ann Lee, a frequent commentator on global economics and financial issues and 
adjunct professor of economics at New York University, assesses this topic in her book. 
She asserts otherwise by systematically refuting the purported macroeconomic issues 
creating the so- called economic fragility of China by drawing upon a number of direct 
comparisons to the United States. Her premise is, how could China’s economy be so at 
risk when it is in better shape than the US economy?

 In setting the stage, the author notes that China has sustained an annualized 
growth rate of 10 percent over the last 20-plus years, an unrivalled and remarkable ac-
complishment. China’s economic turnaround is largely attributable to embracing a 
state- centered, export- oriented economic model—an approach closely resembling that 
which led to the economic successes of the “Asian Tigers”—Singapore, Taiwan, South 
Korea, and Hong Kong.

Lee begins her quest by highlighting the perceived debt issue China faces and 
quickly points out that China’s debt is largely internal to China. She believes that debt 
is only a possible problem when it is denominated in a currency other than your own. 
China’s debt is almost exclusively denominated in its own currency. Furthermore, China’s 
public debt is less than half that of the United States. China’s banks are healthier and 
more transparent than US banks. Lee espouses that China’s debt is trending down 
while its personal savings rate remains high at 50 percent—much more than that of the 
United States at less than ten percent. China’s government and state- owned enterprises’ 
aggregated debt is also relatively low at only 30 percent of the GDP—a fraction of that 
of the US GDP. Lee alleges that the shadow banking debt problem in China is greatly 
overblown and that the Chinese government has a better handle on its banking system 
than the United States does (e.g., the 2007 US banking and mortgage financial crisis).

The author considers the ghost cities and property bubble facing China as exaggerated. 
She asserts that unlike those of the United States, China’s fiscal policies are growth ori-
ented. Capital controls on foreign currency are merely to keep foreign reserves high in 
China as a financial stabilizing force. China does not need financial reforms in regulating 
its foreign currency reserves, currency valuation, or interest rates. These reforms would 
only help the West. She ultimately sees the Chinese Renminbi rising to become an inter-
national currency, ultimately replacing the US dollar as the premier vehicle of currency.
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The author believes that the chances of an economic crash in China are remote due to 
the complex and diverse nature of the Chinese economy. She claims the Chinese govern-
ment has the innate ability to use monetary and fiscal policy to overcome any economic 
slowdown, thus averting the possibility of an economic crisis. Author Lee lauds China’s 
monetary policy that targets industries for growth, whereas US policy does not.

She emphasizes that the population decline in China will only cost its GDP a half 
percent in growth, raising real wages of Chinese workers to their benefit while not 
hurting China’s international competitiveness. Shortages in skilled workers are readily 
dealt with through worldwide recruiting. She further suggests that the personal con-
sumption level of China’s GDP is grossly understated and that the country is not overly 
export dependent to grow its economy.

The poverty and healthcare issues China faces are swiftly being tackled by private and 
state investment. China’s anticorruption campaign has made for better corporate citizens 
in China than exist in the United States. China’s corruption campaign led to a significant 
reduction in US luxury goods sales in China. She claims these goods were previously used 
to bribe Chinese business leaders and are no longer marketable in China.

Lee believes that China is the world’s growth engine and a better investment than 
the United States. China provides opportunities for skilled workers while the United 
States focuses on empowering the rich. The United States spends its time opposing 
vice- fostering Chinese initiatives that promote trade, foreign investment, and infra-
structure development for evolving countries, thus undermining China’s economic 
growth (e.g., US opposition to China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the China- led 
Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank). Finally, China’s growing defense expendi-
tures are a direct counterbalance to US presence in East Asia and a reflection of its goal 
to protect its interests against US aggression.

Although the author touches upon some of the most notable pundit concerns affecting 
the Chinese economy, she comes up woefully short in substantively challenging them 
and then meaningfully assessing them against the United States. As such, the book 
reads as very shallow; rather than scholarly rigor, it uses conversationally reasoned con-
jecture supported by anecdotal analysis. Indicative of the lack of the book’s rigor is that 
of the 21 sources she does cite—one being herself, the vast majority are newspaper 
pieces and popular Asian- focused monthly business journals. This fact also undermines 
the credibility and value of the book.

Finally, it is blatantly biased toward China. The reader will find little in the way of 
objective perspective. Lee fails to mention or adequately report on such things as China’s 
controversial trade policy and foreign business practices, patent violations, lack of intel-
lectual property protection, and state- sponsored corporate espionage. Regarding China’s 
macroeconomics, she makes light of China’s habitually false or misleading economic 
data reports that indicate greater economic growth than the ground truth. She provides 
no reference to shrinking foreign direct investment into China. Nor does she mention 
China’s struggle to shift from an industrial- based to a service- based economy or that 
China is now investing more in manufacturing in other countries than in its own. All of 
these factors are telltale signs that China is losing its manufacturing competitive edge. 
Additionally, China faces huge demographic issues undermining its economic growth 
going forward. China has an aging population and a low birth rate, resulting in a labor 
shortage and higher labor costs that are adversely affecting its trade competitiveness. 
The author does not acknowledge this situation at all. Moreover, China has an under-
funded healthcare system, making the aging population situation even more problematic. 
China also has an aggregate debt per capita greater than that of the United States and 
an environmental cleanup crisis requiring trillions in US dollars to adequately address. 
In other words, the Chinese government is facing growing social welfare obligations 



132  STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  SUMMER 2019

Book Reviews

that are outpacing tax revenues. In closing, the above- mentioned is all under a backdrop 
of growing resentment toward China throughout the international community—not an 
enviable position to be in. Unfortunately, this book is best read by those merely inter-
ested in a purely Chinese opinion piece rather than an enlightening, well- informed, 
objective, and thought- provoking body of work on one of the most critical global eco-
nomic concerns/challenges impacting the international community today.

David A. Anderson
US Army Command and General Staff College

Air University Press announces the release of 
Autonomous Horizons: The Way Forward, by Dr. 
Greg Zacharias, former chief scientist of the Air 
Force.

Zacharias, who served as chief scientist from 
2015 to 2018, explores the next steps in 
autonomous systems development, fielding and 
training. Rapid advances in AS development 
and artificial intelligence research will change 
how people think about machines, whether 
they are individual vehicle platforms or 
networked enterprises. The payoff will be 
considerable, affording significant protection 
for Airmen, greater effectiveness in 
employment and unlimited opportunities 
for novel and disruptive concepts of operations.

Autonomous Horizons: The Way Forward identifies issues and 
makes recommendations for the Air Force to take full advantage of this transforma-
tional technology.

Download it at https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/AUPress/.
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