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U.S. Military Strategy and Force
Posture for the 21st Century

The collapse of the Soviet Union forced the United
States to redesign its military strategy for the first time in
decades.  It responded by developing the so-called
Regional Strategy.  The Regional Strategy has as its hall-
marks a commitment to continuing alliances, maintenance
of a forward presence, and a focus on regional rather than
global conflicts.  It posits a need to fight two nearly simul-
taneous major regional contingencies (MRCs) and designs
a Base Force to provide that capability.  The process of
designing a military strategy is particularly difficult today
because of the enormous international and domestic
changes under way.  

Needed in these turbulent times is a reinvigoration of
the strategy analysis process that served the United States
so well at the beginning of the Cold War.  In his book U.S.
Military Strategy and Force Posture for the 21st Century:
Capabilities and Requirements, Richard L. Kugler proposes a
new approach to a military strategy for the nation.  Kugler
argues that the Regional Strategy, even if modified to
reflect the priorities of the current administration, can
endure only if the international situation remains substan-
tially unchanged.  Five ongoing revolutionary transforma-
tions make such stability unlikely.  They are

• changes in the nation-state system

• the shift from bipolarity to multipolarity

• ideological change such as the triumph of democracy
over communism and the rise of Islamic fundamental-
ism and ethno-nationalism

• worldwide economic upheaval

• spreading modern military technology.

A New Strategy Needed

It is not certain that these revolutions will inevitably
result in international turmoil, but neither is it clear that

they will not.  In light of this uncertainty, the United
States should not commit to a military strategy that
assumes a stable international system for the next two
decades.  Needed is a new concept with a broader set of
objectives than that of the Regional Strategy.  Such a con-
cept ties U.S. military strategy both to the international
security system and to the domestic agenda.  Its core
objectives are to deter regional threats, to discourage
attempts at global hegemony, and to prevent multipolar
rivalries.  Concurrently, the concept calls for the United
States to assist in developing a cooperative and healthy
world economy.  This strategy works to produce a safe,
stable world that, in turn, protects U.S. interests, fosters a
prosperous U.S. economy, and results in an adequate but
affordable defense budget.

The new strategy resembles the Regional Strategy in
that it accepts the need to be able to deal with two roughly
concurrent MRCs and a force the approximate size of the
Base Force.  But it proposes different strategic founda-
tions.  Casting aside the focus on deterrence and contain-
ment, it seeks a new set of regional security mechanisms
that balance military power, promote a sense of communi-
ty, and discourage aggression and competitive multipolar
rivalries.  Nuclear forces will decline in importance as
conventional forces assume larger roles in U.S. military
strategy.  But these forces will have to be capable of a
wide range of missions, both combat and noncombat.

Different Strategies for Different Worlds

The five revolutions under way could play out in very 
different ways, ranging from far better than today to far
worse in terms of global stability.  Thus, defense planners
need to think of the different strategies that might be pur-
sued under the alternative circumstances.  The different
worlds will impose a range of military requirements, and
it is important to understand how choices made today
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will affect the United States’ ability to respond to the
future.  The figure depicts the range of future worlds and
the level of military requirements as a percentage of
today’s Base Force.

The most optimistic case, a world of global harmony,
would offer tranquil relations among major powers and
little risk of regional conflicts.  The U.S. military strategy
would aim at preserving harmony and dealing with the
limited conflicts that remain.  In this climate, concurrent
MRCs would be unlikely and the U.S. force posture could
be 20–35 percent smaller than the Base Force.  On the other
end of the spectrum, an unstable multipolar world would
include tense relations with Russia and China and a col-
lapse of today’s system of alliances.  Thus, NATO has dis-
integrated and U.S. relations with a nuclear-armed Japan
have degenerated to strategic confrontation.  The U.S. mil-
itary strategy would focus on maintaining balance among
Russia, China, the European Union, and Japan.  Force
requirements would include the full range of nuclear
deterrents and a large expeditionary force capable of wag-
ing major wars in Europe and Asia.  

Mission-Based Capability Analysis

Determining the force levels for this range of contin-
gencies is difficult.  The traditional approach of threat-
based contingency analysis has lost its usefulness because
postulated threats lack credibility, and the planning fac-
tors that underpin it have not kept pace with the changes

in military technology and doctrine.  Recognition of the
shortcomings of contingency analysis has led some to pro-
pose a resource-based capability analysis, which focuses
on the desired capabilities of a force rather than a specific
threat.  Although useful in many regards, this methodolo-
gy also falls short of answering questions about total force
size because it fails to define requirements clearly.  

Instead, the author argues for a mission-based capabil-
ity analysis that bridges the gap between the other two
methodologies.  It measures adequacy in terms of capabili-
ties, not domination of specific threats.  And it looks to
capabilities in terms of outputs, not resource inputs.  The
methodology assumes that the nature of future wars is
uncertain and therefore focuses on the kinds of strategic
wartime missions U.S. forces should be capable of per-
forming.  The strategic premise of this methodology is that
the United States can defend its interests if it can deploy
sufficient forces to two MRCs and retain a pool of uncom-
mitted forces for other purposes.  The methodology postu-
lates that U.S. forces must be simultaneously capable of
five different strategic missions:

• Rapid deployment of a joint U.S. field army capable of
overwhelming force in one MRC

• Prompt deployment of a second force, largely com-
posed of active units, capable of defensive operations
in a second MRC

• Maintenance of a small strategic reserve composed of
active and reserve units 

• Maintenance of a rotation base of reserve forces

• Maintenance of reinforcements, provided by the reserves,
that could enlarge either or both MRCs should requirements
expand.

These missions impose a range of military needs.  If
requirements are high across all five missions, the Base
Force would not satisfy them but would suffice in most
situations.  Because the Base Force contains a margin of
safety, it could sustain reductions in the range of 10–15
percent and still be adequate.  Deeper reductions would
compel decisions about priorities among the multiple mis-
sions.  
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