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A clear mantra for US 
defence strategy
PATRICK CRONIN

T HE defence challenge in Asia 
is enormous. The Joe Biden 

administration must preserve a 
credible force posture to defend 
against potential threats from North 
Korea, China and Russia. It must also 
transform a Cold War legacy force 
structure with advanced technologies 
like artificial intelligence, autonomous 
systems and quantum computing. 
It must do all this as it battles to 
contain the COVID-19 pandemic, 
turn an economic recession into more 
equitable growth and overcome deep 
political and racial divisions at home.

North Korea’s test of the 
Hwasong-15 intercontinental ballistic 
missile (ICBM) in November 2017 
demonstrated its ability to strike the 
US homeland. Kim Jong-un told the 
Eighth Congress of the Workers’ Party 
of Korea in January 2021 that his 
country needed more weapons. Easily 
reversible promises not to test nuclear 
weapons and long-range missiles 
appear dubious deterrents to Kim’s 
ambition of making North Korea a 
permanent nuclear-weapon state.

President Biden would like 
to strengthen non-proliferation, 
including through negotiations with 
North Korea, yet even a rational North 
Korean regime could trigger conflict 
through miscalculation.

Yet North Korea is a minor irritant 
next to the China challenge.

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
is the United States’ most daunting 
military problem, even though 

military power is far from Beijing’s 
main strategic thrust. President Xi 
Jinping’s priority is China’s economic 
and technological leadership, which, 
if achieved, could yield military 
advantage and, if halted, could trigger 
military action.

Xi is using this centennial year 
of the Chinese Communist Party to 
burnish his credentials as the most 
powerful man in China. A might-
makes-right conviction is found in 
his exhortation that the PLA must be 
ready ‘to act at any second’. Having 
watched Xi silence Uyghurs in 
Xinjiang and create a national security 
law to throttle Hong Kong, democratic 
Taiwan and regional states should not 
rest comfortably.

Russia remains a potential spoiler 
in Asia. Through its strategic weapons, 
an alliance of convenience with China, 
brazen espionage and barely cloaked 
interference in the internal political 
affairs of democratic states, it has the 
means to thwart the international 

order that Biden hopes to achieve. 
The lengths to which Putin has gone 
to muzzle political opponent Alexei 
Navalny could further poison US–
Russia relations. 

Amid this bracing security 
environment and the imperative 
of slowing climate change, Biden’s 
primary defence goal may shift from 
confrontation towards cooperative 
security. His Asia team would like 
to concentrate on working well with 
others, using persuasion when it can 
and power when it must. Yet the past 
three US administrations—Bush’s 
global terror diversion, Obama’s 
under-resourced pivot, and Trump’s 
‘America First’ retrenchment—suggest 
a more erratic policy course out of 
Washington.

Kurt Campbell’s appointment as 
coordinator for the Indo-Pacific—or 
‘Indo-Pacific czar’—positions him 
to follow through with the United 
States’ rebalance to Asia in a way he 
could never do as President Obama’s 
Assistant Secretary of State. He is 
clear-eyed, neither resigning to Pax 
Americana nostalgia nor succumbing 
to fear and xenophobia. Reducing 
America’s trust deficit is central to 
narrowing challenges and broadening 
responses.

A shift toward more cooperative 
security begins with repairing 
Americans’ trust in their government 
and allies’ trust in the United 
States. Defence policy untethered 
from popular support will founder 
and the challenges in Asia and 
around the world are too large for 

China’s international 

environment and global 

development space 

has recently begun to 

constrict as countries 

react to the full realisation 

of Xi’s governance model

LESS CONFRONTATION, MORE COOPERATION
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the United States to tackle alone. 
Another objective of cooperative 
security is to limit strategic distrust 
with major-power competitors. 
China is a formidable competitor 
but not an adversary, while Russia 
wants greater status but is willing 
to engage in arms control. Still, in 
acknowledging ‘extreme competition’ 
with China, vowing to protect Taiwan 
and allies, and accusing Russia of 
election meddling, Biden walks a 
fine line between cooperation and 
confrontation.

Campbell and an experienced 
interagency team of regional 
specialists are working to build a web 
of allies and partners. The goal is not 
an Asian NATO but a diplomatic–

economic bulwark that advances 
cooperative security through the rule 
of law, standards and norms to deal 
with the challenge of trade in an age 
of new technologies and secure supply 
chains for national security. But that is 
not how it will be viewed, especially in 
Beijing. Because cooperative security 
aims to be inclusive, the United States 
will have to endeavour to be more pro-
rule of law than sharply anti-China.

Enlarging cooperation will happen 
through both established and 
innovative mechanisms, multilaterally 
and bilaterally. The United Nations and 
international organisations, including 
those centred on ASEAN, will be fully 
engaged. But the region may also 
expect a summit for democracy and 

the pursuit of technology governance 
(a so-called D10 or T10). The 
administration will also operationalise 
the Quad alliance coalition between 
Japan, India, Australia and the United 
States to address functional issues with 
these and possibly other partners.

Cooperative security is no 
substitute for basic defence. As the 
Pentagon conducts both a global force 
posture review and China policy, the 
job of deterring aggression without 
triggering conflict remains a looming 
challenge. After Biden’s inauguration, 
PLA bombers and fighters flew 
through Taiwan’s air defence 
identification zone and simulated 
an attack on a US carrier. Military 
manoeuvres were backstopped by this 

A Seahawk helicopter launches during flight operations aboard the US Navy aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan in the South China Sea.
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unprompted diplomatic message for 
Taiwan: independence ‘means war’.

Holding the line on deterrence 
requires clear red lines that the United 
States will not tolerate being crossed, 
supported by ready and credible 
forces. Secretary of Defense Lloyd 
Austin may wish to might adopt the 
prior administration’s guidance of: 
1 denying China sustained air and 
sea dominance inside the ‘first island 
chain’ in a conflict; 2 defending the 
first island chain nations, including 
Taiwan; and 3 dominating all domains 
outside the first island-chain. But there 
is an obvious tension between a US 
ability to protect regional actors and 
China’s desire to prevent interference 
in its neighborhood by foreign powers. 
So, Secretary Austin’s team will seek 
to offset US military capabilities with 
bilateral dialogue and confidence-
building measures with Beijing.  

Deterrence costs money and 
defence spending may decline. Force 
structure, operations and personnel 
are bound to be affected, as the 
Department of Defense seeks to 
preserve investments in innovative 
technologies. Even the nuclear triad 
will receive scrutiny. But follow-on 
delivery systems like the B-21 strategic 

bomber, Columbia-class SSBN 
submarines and replacements for 
land-based ICBMs are more likely to 
be delayed than eliminated. Because 
Biden has made clear that the sole 
purpose of nuclear weapons is to deter 
a nuclear attack, he may cancel a low-
yield nuclear warhead for the Trident 
II D-5 missile. 

Budgetary pressures are also apt 
to affect and constrain the size of 
conventional forces. Financial strains 
may reinforce the administration’s 
argument for deploying forces forward 
in the Indo-Pacific. While overseas 
basing may prove cost effective, 
distributing forces to geostrategic 
and reliable locations takes effort. 
The silver lining of budget constraints 
is that the trend fortifies Biden’s 
desire to lighten the United States’ 
defence burdens by strengthening 
alliances; rejuvenating arms control 
and multilateral institutions; and 
forging rules in cyberspace, space, 
telecommunications and high-
technology exports.

Biden gave arms control a boost 
by immediately extending New 
START with Russia and announcing 
that the US will continue to support 
the nuclear test ban treaty. His 

administration is likely to replace 
attempts to seek to denuclearize the 
Korean peninsula with but step-by-
step arms control. While the United 
States may be unable to convince 
Beijing to cap its growing nuclear 
force, it might have more success with 
risk-reduction measures. Avoiding a 
conflict over Taiwan is vital. But the 
dialogue might also pursue ways to 
prevent conflict in space, cyberspace, 
or with new technologies like 
autonomous systems.

Before being tapped as Deputy 
Secretary of Defense, Kathleen Hicks 
wrote that the way to compete with 
China’s military–civil fusion strategy 
was not to focus on disrupting it but 
on boosting US efforts in tandem 
with allies and partners. Similarly, as 
the Biden defence seeks to turn the 
page on the past four years, its mantra 
is clear: less confrontation, more 
cooperation.
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