
U.S. National Security and Defense Policy
Conceptual Policy Possibilities for Public Discussion

Edited by
Ieva Notturno and Dennis Boyer 

Fellows of  the Interactivity Foundation

October 2014 IF...



U.S. National Security and Defense Policy2

Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License

This material is provided under a Creative Commons Attribution, Noncommercial, ShareAlike International License (CC BY-
NC-SA 4.0), the basic terms of  which are summarized below. To view a copy of  this license and a link to its full legal code 
with all its terms, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/deed.en_US. This material is also protected by 
copyright and/or other applicable law. Any use of  this material other than as authorized under this license or copyright law is 
prohibited.  

Generally, under the terms of  this license, you are free:

   Share — to copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format.

    Adapt — to remix, transform, and build upon the material.

The Licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.

Under the following terms:

Attribution — You must—

�� give appropriate credit, including the title of  the material, the name “Interactivity Foundation” as its creator, and 
the names or pseudonyms designated in the material for any images or other elements of  the material,

�� provide a link to the license, and 

�� indicate if  changes were made. 

You may provide such attribution in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses 
you or your use of  the material or any elements of  the material. 

Noncommercial — You may not use this work for commercial purposes. 

ShareAlike — If  you remix, transform, or build upon this material, you must distribute your contributions under 
the same license as the original.

No additional restrictions – You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing 
anything the license permits.

Notices:  
You do not have to comply with the license for elements of  the material in the public domain or where your use is permitted 
by an applicable exception or limitation. No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of  the permissions nec-
essary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy or moral rights may limit how you use the 
material. The terms of  the license may be waived if  you get the written permission of  the Interactivity Foundation.

Printed in the United States of  America 
by the

Interactivity Foundation
P.O. Box 9

Parkersburg, WV 26102-0009
www.interactivityfoundation.org



Interactivity Foundation 3



U.S. National Security and Defense Policy4

About This Report

What is IF?
The aim of  the Interactivity Foundation (IF) is to im-
prove public policy by encouraging citizens to par-
ticipate in thoughtful discussions about their public 
policy concerns and about the different conceptual 
policy possibilities for addressing them. 

Why the Need? 
Public policy discussions too often focus upon the spe-
FLÀF�DFWLRQV�WKDW�JRYHUQPHQWV�PLJKW�WDNH�WR�DGGUHVV�
a problem instead of  the broader conceptual possi-
bilities that might inspire them. This is unfortunate, 
since the wise choice of  a public policy requires an 
exploration of  a wide range of  conceptual possibil-
ities—including the different concerns, questions, 
beliefs, values, goals, and interests that might moti-
YDWH�WKHP��,W�LV�GLIÀFXOW��KRZHYHU��IRU�JRYHUQPHQW�
RIÀFLDOV� DQG�FLWL]HQV� WR�ÀQG� WLPH�DQG�D� IRUXP� WR�
explore a wide range of  contrasting policy possibil-
ities that is free from the pressures of  modern life, 
the need to achieve a consensus, or the need to take 
political action. 

What Are IF Reports? 
IF supports discussion projects that are designed to 
generate, explore, develop, articulate, and test con-
trasting conceptual possibilities for public policy 
in selected areas of  concern. We believe that our 
discussion projects and the conceptual possibilities 
that we develop can help citizens explore an area of  
concern civilly and thoughtfully and make individ-
ual choices about which ones might be worthwhile 
to pursue. We present these possibilities in IF dis-
cussion reports. And we support public discussions 
of  the possibilities and reports that we develop. 

IF does not advocate or recommend any of  the public 
policy possibilities in our reports. There are, on the 
contrary, possibilities in our reports that none of  
the participants who prepared the report would 
support—but which they still thought should be 
part of  the public discussion about the area of  
concern. 

The possibilities in our report are intended to be inter-
nally consistent. But they are also intended to be 
conceptually different from one another. The pos-
sible implementations and likely effects of  the 
possibilities presented in our reports are illustrative 
and are not intended to be absolute, complete, or 
without exceptions. We hope that they will provide 
our citizens with insights into the many different 
policy possibilities that we have to choose among in 
order to address an area of  public policy concern, 
as well as the many different and often unintended 
effects that each of  those possibilities might have.

We hope that the contrasting policy 
possibilities presented here stim-
ulate thoughtful discussion by 
providing a conceptual springboard 
for citizens who wish to explore the 
different policy possibilities and the 
ends to achieve them.
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About This Report

What’s This Report?

This report describes seven contrasting policy pos-
sibilities that two panels developed to address the 
concerns they thought would be the most useful for 
public discussion about U.S. national security and 
defense. It also describes their ideas about how each 
possibility might be implemented, and the effects it 
might have upon individuals, groups, institutions, 
and society at large. 

The report was created by two panels. The special-
ist panel consisted of  people working in the area 
of  national security in Washington, D.C., and the 
generalist panel consisted of  interested citizens in 
Madison, Wisconsin. After a year of  discussions, 
the two panels met to meld the possibilities that 
WKH\�GHYHORSHG�VHSDUDWHO\�LQWR�D�ÀQDO�UHSRUW��

:H�KRSH� WKDW� \RX�ZLOO�ÀQG these policy possibilities 
interesting, that you will understand them in the 
way that we intend them to be understood, that they 
will stir your imagination and cause you to think 
about other conceptual policy possibilities pertain-
ing to U.S. national security and defense, and that 
you will discuss them with your friends, neighbors, 
and fellow citizens in the cooperative spirit in which 
we developed them. We fully expect that different 
people will have different concerns, beliefs, goals, 
values, and interests about U.S. national security 
and defense. But we hope that each person who 
considers the possibilities in this report will come 
to better understand what he or she thinks about 
U.S. national security and defense, and that this in 
turn will eventually lead to more thoughtful policy 
decisions.
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About This Report

Why Is U.S. National Security and Defense 
An Area Of  Concern?

One of  the key duties of  our government is to keep 
the nation safe and secure—or, in other words, to 
provide for our national security and defense. To 
do that the government continually uses its soft 
power, hard power, and intelligence assets to detect 
DQG�ÀJKW�YDULRXV�WKUHDWV��$FFHOHUDWLQJ�WHFKQRORJLFDO�
innovation, globalization, and our recent involve-
ment in Afghanistan, the longest war in our history, 
have been teaching us about the changing nature 
of  threats to our national security—from terrorism 
and irregular warfare to transnational crime—and 
are pushing us to rethink what the “readiness of  a 
force” in particular and U.S. national security and 
defense more generally might mean in the 21st 
century.

The panelists explored U.S. national security and 
defense, developed policy possibilities, and explored 
their possible implementations and effects from 
many different perspectives, ranging from the per-
sonal, through the societal, to the international. 

Each of  the possibilities in this report could 
be understood as a different grand strategy for 
addressing national security and defense. One of  
the possibilities that the panelists discussed is not 
among them. This possibility would have required 
periodic review of  national security and defense pol-
icies and strategies with the goal of  better serving 
and coordinating various national interests. Some 
panelists were concerned that much of  our national 
security and defense policy is reactive and ad hoc, 
and that emotions and political agendas sometimes 
have the upper hand over facts and priorities. They 
thus assumed that improvements could be made in 
the ways policy is made, evaluated, and adjusted, 

and that an approach that emphasized periodic 
and sustained review—with the involvement of  a 
broad range of  voices and independent expertise—
might enable better assessment of  what is working 
and what is not. They thought that this possibility 
would use the periodic review process and as a way 
of  opening up the public conversation on secu-
rity and defense matters and that it would broaden 
our views about what constitutes national security, 
who the stakeholders in the discussion might be, 
and what interests, values, and goals are served by 
different policy possibilities. We discussed this pos-
sibility at length before recognizing that it was not 
very useful to include it as a separate possibility for 
public discussion, because it was, in a way, what our 
project was about.

We want to emphasize that these concerns and policy 
SRVVLELOLWLHV� GR� QRW� UHÁHFW� WKH� RSLQLRQV� RU� SUHI-
erences of  the panelists. They are, however, the 
concerns and possibilities that they thought would 
be most useful for a broad exploration of  contrast-
ing approaches to U.S. national security and defense.
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About This Report
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About This Report

How To Use It?
We recommend discussing the report in small groups (6 to 8 people) for three or four discussion sessions, 
with a facilitator to guide the discussion. We recommend devoting at least one hour to discuss each possi-
bility. Feel free to contribute your own ideas to the discussion, and to further explore and develop the ideas 
that we present here.

As you consider the possibilities in this report and discuss them with others, you may wish to 
ask yourselves some of  the following questions:

1. What are the values that motivate this particular possibility?

2. Why might someone hold these values? Why might someone be opposed to 
them?

3. What goal is this possibility trying to achieve?

4. Why might someone have those goals? Why might someone be opposed to 
them?

5. What actions might we take to implement this possibility were we to adopt it? 

6. What effects might those actions have upon individuals, groups, institutions, 
and society at large?

7. How might they affect you personally?

8. What are the strengths of  this possibility?

9. What are its weaknesses? 

10. :KR�ZRXOG�EH�OLNHO\�WR�EHQHÀW�IURP�WKH�DGRSWLRQ�RI �WKLV�SRVVLELOLW\"

11. :KR�ZRXOG�EH�OLNHO\�WR�EHQHÀW�IURP�LWV�UHMHFWLRQ"�

12. What other approaches are available for pursuing the values and goals that 
inspired this possibility?

13. What effects would those actions likely have upon individuals, groups, institu-
tions, and society at large?

14. How effective would this possibility be in achieving its desired ends if  we were 
to adopt it?

15. What would you do to strengthen this possibility?

16. How would you compare this possibility to each of  the other possibilities in 
this report?
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List of  Policy Possibilites
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Possibility A
Team Up for Safety 

This possibility 
would try to improve 
our national secu-
rity and defense 
through balanced 
international security 
partnerships that can 
adapt quickly to new 
geopolitical realities. 

The United States today spends more on national 
security and defense than the rest of  the world com-
bined. We have the strongest military in the world, 
and we deploy it around the world. 

1. But are we more secure for it? 

2. Are we doing too much on our 
own? 

3. Could we ask more of  our 
allies? 
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Questions for discussion…

1. Would more balanced international secu-
rity agreements improve our security? If  
so, how? 

2. What do you think “balanced” means in 
the context of  this possibility?

3. Is it really possible for the interests of  
other countries to overlap enough for 
deep cooperation of  this kind?

4. What exceptions and arrangements, if  
any, should we make to countries that 
cannot pay their “fair share” for defense 
and security?

5. Could bolstering regional military agree-
ments threaten other powers? If  so, how?

6. Would this possibility require the United 
States to give up its national sovereignty? 
Would it make the United States subject 
to the will of  other countries? And would 
that make the United States weaker and 
less secure?

7. Why should we think that this possibil-
ity would work, especially since so many 
attempts to team up for security have 
failed in the past?
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This possibility assumes that we do not need to be 
the world’s only superpower to be safe and secure. It 
assumes that we should instead be a part of, or engage 
in, greater international cooperation and that we should 
work with other nations to help counter global threats 
and to provide for our mutual national security and 
defense. It also assumes that our allies should pay their 
fair share to make the world safe and secure. This possi-
bility would thus require a more equitable commitment 
of  resources from those allies. It would also require 
greater mutual trust and transparency to blend our part-
ners’ skills, resources, and commitments with our own in 
ways that support collective security. It recognizes that 
we cannot always eliminate threats or prevent atrocities, 
but it also recognizes that we can manage risks better 
and reduce negative consequences—especially if  we 
work on multiple fronts and in a more cooperative way. 
Finally, this possibility maintains that we should form 
international security partnerships that are more con-
tractual than ideological—and that we should do so as 
the need arises wherever our security interests intersect.

7KHUH�DUH�ÀYH�PDLQ�FRQFHUQV that motivate this possibil-
ity. First, many challenges to our national security—such 
as terrorism, climate change, and the proliferation of  
nuclear weapons—are global in nature and cannot be 
addressed effectively by one nation alone. Second, the 
United States has been leading, dominating, and polic-
ing the world alone for many decades—and has thus 
become a target for extremists and others who are look-
ing for a scapegoat. Third, our allies are unfairly taking 
advantage of  our wealth and military superiority, and it 
is time for them to share the burden and responsibility 
for global security with us—especially considering that 
they are becoming increasingly more prosperous and 
able to do so. Fourth, we value life, and do not want 
RXU�FLWL]HQV�DQG�PLOLWDU\�VHUYLFH�PHPEHUV�WR�VDFULÀFH�WR�
support unsavory political regimes or to procure their 
natural resources. Fifth, relying primarily on our own 
resources costs too much.

This possibility maintains that the United States could 
be relieved of  many response roles if  it relied upon 
trusted allies to perform major roles in their regions. 
Some potential allies have the population base, eco-
QRPLF�UHVRXUFHV��DQG�FDSDFLW\�WR�ÀHOG�PRGHUQ�PLOLWDULHV��
Others do not. But the point of  this approach is to shift 
the burden off  the United States and have other nations 
bear more responsibility.

Other Perspectives

You may share many of  the concerns that motivate 
this possibility, but still think that it is simply false that 
nations have the same security and defense interests as 
the United States or want the same kinds of  compro-
mises. Or that they even deserve to be trusted. You may 
think that teaming up for security sounds like a good 
idea in theory, but that Americans are too naïve about 
the interests and intentions of  other countries. You may 
think that countries have many competing interests and 
that teaming up for safety would lead us into foreign 
entanglements, as some of  our founding fathers warned; 
disagreements about priorities and threats; inaction; or 
ultimately reduced security. 

A
Team Up for Safety 

Thinking Behind the Possibility 
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Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Streamline partnership operational protocols 
where possible

2. (QJDJH�5XVVLD�LQ�JOREDO�FRQÁLFW�PLWLJDWLRQV

3. Establish common standards for the type and 
quantity of  armaments across partners

4. &DS�DQG�ÁRRU�´DOOLDQFHµ�FRQWULEXWLRQ�SHU�
country

5. Develop more “zones of  responsibility” where 
partners shoulder more day-to-day activities

6. Other partners may be deferred to or take 
leadership roles where they have demonstrated 
specialized humanitarian or special operations 
capacity

7. Form agreements based only on common 
threats

 > Increase agility 

 > Bring Russia more into the international 
security community

 > Reduce innovation in military armaments; 
pushback from other countries

 > Prevent other countries from getting a free ride 

 > Strengthen regional security associations

 > ,QFUHDVH�UHJLRQDO�FDSDELOLW\�RI �ÀUVW�UHVSRQVH

 > Lead to shared responsibility 
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Possibility B Build a National Security Economy 
and Strong Economic Ties

This possibility 
would promote 
a strong domes-
tic economy as a 
foundation for our 
national security. It 
would also shape the 
global economy to 
serve our security 
and stability interests.
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Questions for discussion…

1. What do you think it means to have a 
strong economy? How do you think it 
relates to national security?

2. Do you think that strengthening our 
domestic economy would really reduce 
WKH� OLNHOLKRRG� RI � LQWHUQDWLRQDO� FRQÁLFW"�
If  so, why? If  not, why?

3. How do you think other countries might 
react to our attempts to shape the global 
economy to serve our defense and secu-
rity interests?

4. Do you believe that following this possi-
bility is more likely to make us weaker or 
stronger as a nation? Why?

5. Do you support this possibility? If  so, 
why? If  not, why? 



Possibility
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B

Thinking Behind the Possibility 

This possibility maintains�WKDW�D�VWURQJ�DQG�LQÁXHQWLDO�
nation promotes its national security through a healthy 
domestic economy and economic relationships with 
other nations that allow for their security and prosper-
ity. A strong domestic economy provides resources for 
the health and welfare of  its citizens, builds the material 
basis for essential security and defense infrastructure, 
and promotes robust participation in the global econ-
omy in ways that establish credibility and leadership.

This possibility stems from a concern that nations with 
ZHDN� HFRQRPLHV� FDQ� VHOGRP� SURMHFW� LQÁXHQFH� XSRQ�
others or protect themselves from security threats. 
Weak economies also generate domestic instability, 
thereby making a nation an unreliable ally and a possi-
ble source of  instability that can threaten neighboring 
nations. Democratic nations seldom endure prolonged 
economic deprivation without threats to their institu-
tions. Nations that build up their defense and security 
establishments beyond their ability to pay for them like-
wise invite instability. And nations that fail to protect 
their strategic economic interests in multilateral trade 
DQG� ÀQDQFLDO� DJUHHPHQWV� PD\� DOVR� ÀQG� WKHLU� VHFXULW\�
interests undermined. 

This possibility thus assumes that a nation’s ability to 
SURMHFW� LQÁXHQFH�� GHWHU� FRQÁLFW�� DQG� GHIHQG� LWVHOI � LV�
unavoidably linked to its economic strength and access 
to resources. It further assumes that the human desire 
for peace, prosperity, and stability creates conditions 
for “higher uses” of  national wealth. Understanding 
the centrality of  a healthy economy to national security 
and defense promotes a more thoughtful assessment of  
the importance of  having a strong infrastructure and 
an educated and healthy citizenry. Centering policy on a 
nation’s economic health thus allows us to meet pressing 
human needs that, when left unmet, often provide the 
FRQWH[W�IRU�WHQVLRQV�DQG�FRQÁLFW��,W�DOORZV�DQ�HFRQRPL-
cally strong nation to serve as a useful ally and provider 
of  assistance to more troubled nations. It thus allows a 
strong nation to participate in the global economy in a 
cooperative fashion, making war less likely when shared 
prosperity among nations is at risk.

This possibility recognizes that national security cannot 
simply be measured in the number of  troops, ships, and 
planes an economy can reasonably support. National 
security may also be assessed on measurements such as 
number of  patents for innovation, number of  bright 
foreign students who desire an education from a nation’s 
universities, or the number of  best practices adopted 
by others. Matters such as national debt, trade balances, 
and energy independence may also be seen as national 
security considerations.

Other Perspectives
Even if  you share the concerns that motivate this possi-
bility, you may not think that strengthening our national 
economy is the best way to strengthen our national 
security. You might think that having a strong national 
economy does not necessarily ensure security and stabil-
ity, especially if  we measure it by the usual “indicators,” 
and that it would be better to invest our natural wealth 
into our civil and material infrastructure. Or, you might 
think that an interdependent global economy is a “tide 
that lifts all boats,” making it harder for nations to go to 
war with each other—and that rather than promoting a 
strong domestic economy, we should pursue economic 
interdependence instead. 

Build a National Security Economy 
and Strong Economic Ties
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Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Invest in infrastructure and make it resistant to 
security threats and natural disasters

2. ,PSURYH�ÀQDQFLDO�VHFWRU�JRYHUQDQFH�WR�JXDUG�
against destabilizing “bubbles” and the risks of  
“too-big-to-fail” institutions

3. Negotiate international trade agreements that 
VHUYH�WKH�ODUJHU�SXUSRVHV�RI �VHFXULW\��FRQÁLFW�
resolution, developmental assistance, human 
rights, and democratic governance

4. Protect our essential technology and intellec-
tual property from cyber war, terrorism, and 
piracy

5. Develop international plans to optimize use of  
global resources

6. Provide incentives to conduct business with 
international entities

7. Reframe the issues of  national debt, national 
GHIDXOW��DQG�LQDGHTXDWH�ÀQDQFLDO�VHFWRU�
governance 

 > Increase employment and local economic 
growth and increase the resiliency of  society 

 > 3URWHFW�DJDLQVW�DYRLGDEOH�ÀQDQFLDO�FDODP-
ities, lessen the need for bailouts, and pre-
serve national wealth 

 > Provide incentives for more cooperative 
and humane behavior among authoritarian 
regimes, but may cause some hostile nations 
to remain closed off  and deepen their repres-
sion of  their own citizens

 > Create an updated understanding that an 
attack on a nation’s economy is an “act of  
war” but create additional trigger points 
for miscalculations that may escalate into a 
larger war

 > Result in greater teamwork and interdepen-
dence, but increased wealth 

 > Strengthen economic ties, but upset Ameri-
cans who perceive this as jobs/wealth leav-
ing U.S. soil

 > Help us reduce national debt and avoid the 
excessive and destructive military spending 
that has led to the decline of  other nations
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Possibility
Don’t Police the WorldC

This possibility would 
minimize our govern-
ment’s involvement 
abroad and cease all 
military engagements 
in other countries in 
an attempt to ensure 
greater security and 
prosperity at home.



Interactivity Foundation 19

Questions for discussion…

1. Do you agree that policing the world may 
harm the United States? If  so, why? If  
not, why?

2. Do you think that it is possible for us to 
not police the world? If  so, why? If  not, 
why?

3. Is this possibility still possible in a digi-
tally connected world? If  so, why? If  not, 
why?

4. What domestic issues should we priori-
tize if  and when we free up our military 
spending?



Possibility
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Thinking Behind the Possibility 

This possibility asserts that we ought to prioritize our 
own domestic issues, homeland security, and economic 
VWUHQJWK� RYHU�PDLQWDLQLQJ� JOREDO� RUGHU�� ,W� ÁRZV� IURP�
WKH�EHOLHI �WKDW�RXU�OHDGHUV�VKRXOG�EH�UHVSRQVLYH�ÀUVW�DQG�
foremost to citizens, and should thus concentrate scarce 
resources on solving problems at home.

This possibility rises from many concerns. Our attempts 
to police the world may breed more antagonism toward 
the United States, including terrorism. They may also 
distract our leaders’ attention from solving domestic 
issues, and ultimately impede us from getting our own 
house in order. They may easily entangle us in foreign 
FRQÁLFWV�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�KDYH�OLPLWHG�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�FUHDWH�
a situation in which we are inherently unprepared to 
resolve them.

7KLV�SRVVLELOLW\�DOVR�ÁRZV� from a concern that we are 
spending too much on foreign military engagements 
while going deeper into debt, and that our national debt 
may ultimately be the greatest single national security 
threat we face. This possibility also recognizes that we 
need to be more responsible with our spending, and 
that spending so much on our allies does not necessarily 
make us more prosperous or more secure. In fact, we 
may be overburdening our country with debt. It would 
thus reduce the resources we spend on national defense 
to reduce the burden on our society and free up more 
resources to focus on domestic problems and growth, 
such as nation building at home.

Finally, this possibility rises from a concern that polic-
ing the world requires executive powers that inevitably 
undermine our constitutional system of  checks and bal-
ances. Our role as the world’s policeman has increasingly 
strengthened the executive branch over the decades. 
This possibility would inevitably reduce executive power 
by giving the president less unilateral purview over for-
eign defense policy. 

Don’t Police the WorldC

Other Perspectives

Even if  you agree that we should not police the world, 
you may not think that this possibility is the right way 
to go. You may think that it might embolden bad actors 
abroad and ultimately lead to more violent threats to 
our homeland. You may think that we have a human-
itarian obligation to maintain order around the world 
as best we can. Or you may think that it does not go 
far enough. Or that it would be better for us to stay 
at home, or withdraw from foreign entanglements and 
IRFXV�LQVWHDG�RQ�À[LQJ�GRPHVWLF�SUREOHPV��
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Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Limit the president’s ability to determine our 
national security policy

2. Shrink the size of  our standing military and rely 
instead on our reserves and National Guard; 
close all foreign military bases

3. Remove the United States from the United 
Nations

4. Refuse to reduce our nuclear arsenal

5. End the drug war overseas

6. Continue to fund missile defense

7. Establish energy independence

 > Preserve the Constitution’s checks and 
balances and respect Congress’ authority to 
determine national security policy; cripple 
the development of  foreign policy; paralyze 
foreign policy decision making 

 > Reduce military costs and our military read-
iness

 > 5HVXOW�LQ�OHVV�RI �LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RUGHU�RU�LQÁX-
ence of  U.S. values; result in UN collapsing 

 > Counter the perception of  weakness that 
might result from our withdrawal 

 > Reduce foreign entanglements, but increase 
ÁRZ�RI �QDUFRWLFV

 > Further grow our national research labs

 > Potentially devastate our water supplies
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Possibility D
Promote Citizen Involvement

This possibility 
would reinvigorate 
general education 
and education about 
citizenship, civic 
responsibilities, and 
civil society in an 
effort to expand the 
opportunities for 
direct citizen involve-
ment in national 
security and defense 
matters.
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Questions for discussion…

1. Do you think it is possible for a super 
power with many global strategic interests 
to rely on a democratically determined, 
citizen-based approach to national secu-
rity and defense?

2. What are the risks that a mobilized soci-
ety increases fear and might lead to an 
authoritarian society?

3. How do we respond to shirkers and dis-
senters within the context of  universal 
national service?

4. Does this approach create the envi-
ronment for “group think” on national 
security and defense issues, or does it 
provide an opportunity and responsibility 
for citizens to question policy directions?
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D

Thinking Behind the Possibility 

This possibility recognizes that citizen distance from 
national security and defense increases as national 
interests grow more complex and global. The personal 
EXUGHQV� WUDGLWLRQDOO\� LGHQWLÀHG� ZLWK� WKH� SURWHFWLRQ�
of  democratic nations come to be shouldered by the 
specialized few, not borne by the many.  Some deci-
sion-makers (and many citizens themselves) feel that 
WKHLU� IHOORZ� FLWL]HQV� DUH� XQTXDOLÀHG� WR� SDUWLFLSDWH� LQ�
governance of  these matters and are ill-prepared to con-
tribute to collective responses to threats to the nation. 

7KLV� SRVVLELOLW\� ÁRZV� from a conviction that a demo-
cratic society is best served by approaches that are 
understood and supported by citizens, with widely 
VKDUHG�FLWL]HQ�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV��,W�ÁRZV�IURP�D�FRQFHUQ�
about the low quality of  education in the United States. 

A democratic citizen in such a society needs a solid gen-
eral education, critical-thinking skills, and emergency 
response knowledge to participate effectively in gover-
nance and preparedness. This possibility would include 
improving not only reading and writing skills, but also 
understanding of  global issues and other societies. It 
would expand networks of  citizen participation, cooper-
ation, and resource sharing. It would build upon existing 
civil society organizations and educational institutions.

This possibility would assume that all citizens have a role 
to play in national security and defense. It would expand 
citizen roles in security, public safety, and emergency 
response, enlarging the pool of  trained responders. It 
would create an ethic of  equitable sharing of  burdens 
to protect a safe and secure society. Universal national 
service, enlargement and better management of  reserve 
forces and auxiliaries, and wide participation in emer-
gency response exercises would increase citizens’ stake 
in security and defense issues. We might, for exam-
ple, involve all adult citizens in short periods of  active 
national service (military or non-military) and extended 
periods of  reserve status subject to recall in emergen-
cies. Civil society and educational institutions would 
also be integrated into efforts to increase awareness, 
participation, and preparedness. 

This possibility recognizes that national security and 
defense policy are about more than deterring or war. 
A healthy, strong, and informed society is resilient. It 
recognizes the threats of  hostile forces, but also adapts 
to other situations that threaten our safety and way of  
life—whether in the form of  natural disasters, disease, 
or infrastructure disruptions. The possibility appeals to 
our common humanity and sense of  sharing in the bur-
dens of  citizenship.

Other Perspectives

You may share many of  the concerns that motivate this 
possibility but think that this policy might not really 
work. You might think that regardless of  how many cit-
izens are involved, we would still need a small group of  
trained experts to develop and implement policy since 
it is so complex. You might worry that broad citizen 
involvement in national security and defense policy 
ZRXOG�PDNH�LW�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�NHHS�GHIHQVH�VHFUHWV�DQG�
might actually cause unnecessary security breaches. Or 
you might think that people would be stressed if  they 
were constantly bombarded with information about 
possible threats. 

Promote Citizen Involvement
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Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Build on occupational and professional 
networks to create skilled citizen reserves (con-
struction workers, health care professionals, 
science and technology specialists)

2. Organize Web-based networks and social 
media that can serve as mobilization tools for 
citizens 

3. Educate citizens about the legal and practical 
dimensions of  national security and defense 
approaches and their own role as participants 
in public conversation about policy

4. Train the population to a higher state of  read-
iness to meet crises that threaten the security 
and safety of  the nation

5. Expand the programs that build understanding 
among peoples of  various nations, with empha-
sis on cultural exchange, language training, 
humanitarian assistance, and study abroad

6. Educate citizens about the constitutional 
dimensions and moral implications national 
security and defense approaches and their own 
role in it

7. Require universal national service, in particular, 
for adult citizens to be in active service (military 
and non-military) for short periods of  time, and 
extend periods of  reserve status subject to recall 
for national emergencies 

 > Update the concepts of  militias or home 
JXDUGV�DQG�ÀOO�WKH�JDSV�OHIW�E\�IUHTXHQW�GH-
ployments of  military forces of  the Reserves 
and National Guard

 > Provide quick and essential information in 
emergencies or provide the basis for addi-
tional surveillance and monitoring of  citizens

 > Improve citizen understanding of  security 
and defense issues, or serve as a vehicle for 
RIÀFLDO�SURSDJDQGD�MXVWLI\LQJ�DFWLRQV�RI �QD-
tional security and defense elites

 > Make citizens more resilient in the face of  
many types of  emergencies

 > Create a sense of  global citizenship or serve 
as a vehicle for Western cultural dominance

 > Place a greater value on the role of  the 
citizen and reverse the trend toward mar-
ginalization of  citizens in the questions war, 
peace, and national survival 

 > Increase our societal capacity to deal with se-
curity challenges; make the human resources 
available for emergencies and increase the 
stake of  citizens in preparedness issues
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Possibility E
Live Up to Our Ideals

This possibility 
would require the 
U.S. government 
to uphold human 
rights and civil lib-
erties in developing 
and implementing 
national security 
policies. 
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Questions for discussion…

1. What do you think our ideals are? 

2. What should we do if  we cannot agree 
about what our ideals are?

3. Do you think that we have an obligation 
to support our ideals? If  so, why? If  not, 
why?  

4. Do you think that we undermine or some-
how invalidate our ideals when we do not 
follow them? If  so, why? If  not, why?

5. What level of  risk to our national security 
are we willing to tolerate before compro-
mising our ideals?
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U.S. National Security and Defense Policy28

E

Thinking Behind the Possibility 

This policy recognizes that providing for our national 
security is important, but not at the cost of  undermin-
ing our values and way of  life. The United States was 
founded on universal principles of  liberty and justice. 
We have been at our best when we have lived up to 
them. And our example has often encouraged other 
countries to live up to them too. 

There is, however, a concern that we are undermining our 
values by not practicing what we preach, and by com-
mitting immoral or illegal acts in the name of  national 
security. This possibility assumes that we want to do the 
right thing and maintain the moral high ground, that 
living up to our ideals may encourage and inspire other 
countries to follow us, and that we may slide down a 
slippery slope to injustice and tyranny if  we begin to 
think that the ends justify the means. It also maintains 
that we must preserve our core values and ideals as we 
pursue our national security and defense, and that this 
sometimes means accepting greater risks. 

This approach would emphasize that living up to our 
ideals increases faith in our institutions and that com-
promising them is a great threat to our national security. 
Discarding our moral principles weakens us abroad. 

The perception that we are hypocritical may bolster 
our enemies’ propaganda, which in turn may under-
mine democracy both at home and abroad. When the 
government pursues policies that are contrary to our 
values, it actively weakens our institutions and destroys 
what is best within ourselves as we get used to moral 
compromise over time. For example, our response to 
terrorism by employing torture and enhanced domestic 
surveillance can slowly erode our freedom, privacy, due 
process, and the transparency of  government. 

Other Perspectives 
Even if  you agree that we should live up to our ideals, 
you may think that we should not impose them on 
others—especially when we cannot agree about what 
they actually are. You may think that this whole possi-
bility is too naïve, that ensuring the safety and security 
of  U.S. citizens sometimes warrants measures that run 
contrary to our values and principles, and that our ideals 
should not be a suicide pact. You may think that des-
perate times require desperate measures, and that this 
possibility may be interpreted as weakness, forcing us to 
be noncompetitive, economically weak, and hence less 
secure.

Live Up to Our Ideals
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Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Test politicians and senior leaders of  govern-
ment on their knowledge, understanding, and 
practice of  our founding principles

2. Require businesses to follow human resources 
guidelines abroad

3. Cut off  trade and aid to countries that violate 
human rights

4. Intervene militarily abroad in support of  free-
GRP�ÀJKWHUV

5. Provide governance guidance to countries that 
we are rebuilding 

6. Support more foreign-exchange programs

7. Rethink the use of  military force to narrow the 
scope of  targets and means of  terrorism

 > ,QFUHDVH�FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�JRYHUQPHQW��HQFRXU-
DJH�SROLWLFLDQV�WR�VWXG\�PRUH��OHDG�WR�FHUWLÀ-
cation for politicians, result in fewer people 
going into politics, lead to more hypocrisy in 
politics

 > Harm U.S. business competitiveness; lead to 
charges of  hypocrisy (as they develop)

 > Hurt our economy and developing economies

 > Result in supporting people who do not up-
hold our ideals

 > Better governance in other countries; resent-
ment

 > Enable more foreign students to learn about 
our ideals

 > Lead to more terrorist attacks, more revenge 
attacks, lower stock prices for defense com-
panies
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Possibility F
Pay Any Price, Bear Any Burden

This possibility 
would take whatever 
steps are necessary to 
maintain our national 
security and defense 
dominance over 
other countries to 
ensure global order 
and stability.
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Questions for discussion…

1. Do you think that aiming at world dom-
LQDQFH� PD\� EDFNÀUH� DQG� PDNH� XV� OHVV�
secure? If  so, why so? If  not, what not?

2. Do you believe that the world needs to be 
dominated or led? If  so, why so? If  not, 
why not?

3. How might American society change if  
we adopted this policy? And why?

4. Do you think it would be better for Amer-
ica to lead by example instead of  force? 
If  so, why so? If  not, why not?

5. Do you think that our economy can 
sustain this kind of  world dominance 
LQGHÀQLWHO\"� $QG� ZKDW� GR� \RX� WKLQN�
might happen to us if  it can’t?

6. Do you think that aiming at world 
dominance would increase the use of  
government power at home?

7. How much dominance is enough?

8. Would you be willing to risk the life of  
\RXU�ORYHG�RQHV�WR�À[�DQRWKHU�FRXQWU\"
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F

Thinking Behind the Possibility 

7KLV�SRVVLELOLW\�ÁRZV from the belief  that it is the United 
States’ responsibility, as the world’s only superpower, to 
ensure global order and stability. It thus assumes that 
it is our obligation to police the world and to oversee 
global economic and political systems—and that we 
need to maintain our military superiority in the inter-
QDWLRQDO�FRPPXQLW\�WR�IXOÀOO�LW��%XW�WKLV�SRVVLELOLW\�DOVR�
ÁRZV�IURP�D�EHOLHI �WKDW�RXU�QDWLRQ�LV�QRW�VHFXUH�DV�ORQJ�
as there is instability and emerging threats from rogue 
states, non-state actors, and future competitors in the 
world. It would take whatever steps are necessary to 
ensure that we will be able to meet whatever national 
security threats we might face. 

This possibility is also motivated by altruism. We, as 
D�QDWLRQ�� KDYH� VHOÁHVV� FRQFHUQV� IRU� WKH�ZHOO�EHLQJ�RI �
people around the world. The world’s problems are our 
problems, and we have to deal with many challenges 
DURXQG� WKH�ZRUOG��:H�ZDQW� WR� VSUHDG� WKH�EHQHÀWV�RI �
liberty and democracy, including the higher quality of  
life, gender equality, and freedom from religious per-
secution that is associated with them. As the world’s 
only superpower, we have many more global duties and 
responsibilities than other countries, such as promoting 
democracy and stability in places where regimes break 
down and genocides take place. 

This possibility assumes that it is our place in the world 
to lead other countries and keep our commitments to 
our allies (such as NATO) and other stakeholders to 
ensure our national security and defense. Not trying to 
dominate and lead the world would create greater insta-
bility by making the world less predictable. The United 
States is secure and well protected by its professional, 
well-developed military and national security alliances. 
It took a long time and lots of  effort to get to where we 
are today—a world with no major wars and global pros-
perity. We should thus be reluctant to cede our power 
RU�FUHDWH�D�SRZHU�YDFXXP�WKDW�RWKHUV�ZRXOG�YLH�WR�ÀOO�

This possibility, however, recognizes that the world and 
its problems are becoming increasingly complex, and 
that new technologies would enable us to solve prob-
lems that were previously unsolvable. Today we need 
the resources and political will to deal with many of  
our security and defense challenges, and to eliminate 
some of  them altogether. This possibility recognizes, 
however, that it is very costly to be the world’s police-
man, peacemaker, and preacher—and that we need 
to provide more funding and resources to ensure our 
national security and defense in the global context. 
This means that everybody—individuals, families, 
institutions, and society at large—needs to contrib-
ute more and be proactive to address our military and 
non-military security needs.

Other Perspectives 
Even if  you agree that we should aim at dominance, you 
may think that we do not necessarily need to increase 
our security by spending more money on it, and that 
ZH� KDYH� WR� XVH� RXU� SRZHU�� LQÁXHQFH�� DQG� UHVRXUFHV�
wisely to maintain it. You may think that we can always 
reduce waste and do more with less, or that we could 
be safer and attract less attention by doing less and 
being a less visible target around the world. You may 
also think that we need to be more nuanced and act on 
a case-by-case basis—not only about dominance, but 
also about leadership and more selective engagements. 
If  you think any of  these things, then you may think 
that it would be better to team up for safety. 

Pay Any Price, Bear Any Burden



Interactivity Foundation 33

Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Provide more funding resources for national 
security 

2. Promote and support democratic-oriented 
regimes and factions 

3. Reinstate the draft and require compulsory 
service 

4. Increase the size of  military forces; acceler-
ate the development and purchase of  new 
weaponry

5. Engage in cyber “cold-war,” i.e., go on the 
offensive; engage in active cyber war

6. Itemize how we spend tax money 

7. Engage in preventive wars against rogue states

 > Increase taxes and reduce entitlements 

 > Help maintain peace, foster resentment and 
instability abroad, encourage more rebel-
lions in the expectation that we will intervene 

 > Deepen patriotism, improve self-reliance, 
have more people serving and engaged with 
the military, cause more protests 

 > Threaten other nations and lead to their 
aggression 

 > Help us control cyber crime; increase the 
number of  cyber attacks against us 

 > Get buy-in from the public; increase the 
responsibility of  our leaders 

 > Weaken nuclear regimes, increase nuclear 
proliferation, increase the number of  alli-
ances against us, dilute international norms 
we support 
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Possibility G
Focus National Security on Natural Security

This possibility 
would treat changes 
in our environment 
that jeopardize the 
existence of  our 
citizens, government, 
and infrastructure 
as national security 
threats, on a par with 
military threats, and 
take appropriate 
measures to prepare 
for and protect 
against them.
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Questions for discussion…

1. How do you justify spending large sums 
on preparing for low probability events 
such as asteroids hitting the Earth?

2. Does including environmental threats in 
national security and defense planning 
complicate the policy environment? In 
what ways?

3. How might including environmental 
threats in this policy area force consider-
ation of  the full cost of  our way of  life?

4. Does national “energy independence” 
tend to contribute to global solutions to 
environmental threats or the lessening of  
citizen concern?

5. What approaches might help developing 
nations avoid the cycle of  environmental 
degradation as they attempt to raise their 
citizens standard of  living?
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G

Thinking Behind the Possibility 

This possibility recognizes that natural disasters and 
changes in global environmental patterns could cause as 
much harm to human beings, their settlements and their 
LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� DV� YLROHQW� FRQÁLFWV� DQG� ZDUV�� ,W� UHFRJ-
nizes the large role played by military forces in dealing 
with disasters. It assumes that policies related to the 
prevention of, remediation of, and adaptation to severe 
environmental harms have a place in national security 
discussions.

7KLV� SRVVLELOLW\� ÁRZV� from concerns that changes in 
global environmental patterns create the potential for 
extensive damage to our communities and will likely 
VHUYH�DV�FRQÁLFW�JHQHUDWRUV�LQ�RWKHU�SDUWV�RI �WKH�ZRUOG��
The domestic threat comes in the form of  harm to 
populations, habitability of  vulnerable areas, and the 
viability of  civil society, physical infrastructure, and 
government apparatus—including military bases and 
forces. Threats abroad come in the form of  de-stabili-
zation of  regimes, “resource wars,” massive movements 
of  populations, and humanitarian crises in many forms. 
The possibility maintains that severe ecological conse-
quences serve as constraints on economic and political 
choices that are ignored at our peril.

This possibility would incorporate considerations of  
environmental changes and risks into national security 
and defense policy deliberations in more systematic 
way. It would factor in the need to respond to intensi-
ÀHG�F\FOHV�RI � HPHUJHQFLHV�� ,W�ZRXOG� UHORFDWH� IDFLOLWLHV�
and redeploy forces away from vulnerable areas. It 
would look to “harden” infrastructure and increase 
societal resiliency. The possibility would also look to 
fundamental questions behind environmental degra-
dation, whether human population and consumption 
patterns, capacity of  natural systems, or failure to 
implement readily available solutions. The policies in 
this area would view ecosystems and resources not only 
as wealth, but as necessary to natural self-repair capacity 
and disaster recovery. The policy also recognizes that 
GHJUDGHG�HQYLURQPHQWV�DQG�UHVRXUFHV�DOVR�PDNH�LW�GLIÀ-
cult for developed democratic nations to respond in the 
their traditional roles as providers of  aid and assistance. 

7KXV�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�IRUHVHHV� WKDW�GLIÀFXOW�FKRLFHV�ZLOO�
need to be made as domestic and foreign interests and 
needs are balanced in policy discussions.

The possibility recognizes that dealing with environ-
mental threats requires an appreciation of  complexity 
and a high degree of  adaptability. Some threats may 
take longer periods to materialize, taxing the attention 
spans of  decision-makers and the public. Other threats 
may occur more rapidly and frequently than projected, 
straining response capabilities beyond our reasonable 
capacity to respond as hoped. The possibility assumes 
WKDW� ZKLOH� VRPH� HQYLURQPHQWDO� WKUHDWV� PD\� EH� GLIÀ-
cult or impossible to prevent, there remains a national 
security interest in dealing with threats that can be antic-
ipated and responded to.

Other Perspectives
You may share many of  the concerns that motivate this 
possibility but argue that this possibility is not the way to 
go. You may think that the Army Corp of  Engineers is 
already focusing upon natural security. You might think 
that the environment does not pose as great a threat 
to our national security as this possibility portends. Or 
you might think that focusing upon natural security 
would prevent poor countries from developing, since 
they might have to compromise their environments just 
to develop their electricity and industry, and thereby 
entrench the current world order. 

Focus National Security on Natural Security
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Possible Implementations 
We could — These actions could —

Possible Effects of  These Actions 

1. Develop weapons that could destroy asteroids 
before they reach Earth

2. Account for environmental damage as a risk 
factor for domestic populations and infra-
structure and modify planning and investment 
policies to promote safety

3. Incorporate factors such as population growth, 
water supply, nutrition, and public health into 
DVVHVVPHQWV�RI �IRUHLJQ�FRQÁLFW�SRWHQWLDO

4. Relocate military facilities away from vulnera-
ble areas and make them self-sustaining

5. Engage the international community and 
improve multilateral governance of  environ-
mental threats

6. Create humanitarian relief  systems that 
account for increased frequency and intensity 
of  natural disasters and resulting harms

7. Institute large-scale programs of  conserva-
tion, prevention, remediation, mitigation, and 
adaptation

 > Create a defense mechanism to life on Earth

 > Add cost to many public and private devel-
opment decisions, but also reduce costs and 
damages in relief  and recovery efforts

 > ,PSURYH�FRQÁLFW�SUHYHQWLRQ�HIIRUWV�WKURXJK�
early-stage humanitarian and economic de-
velopment, but may lead to entanglement in 
the messy business of  nation-building

 > Maintain readiness and effectiveness as the 
environmental challenges increase

 > Increase our credibility among other nations 
and provide leadership by example

 > Lead to development of  more specialized 
UHOLHI �IRUFHV�WKDW�DUH�PRUH�PLVVLRQ�VSHFLÀF

 > Involve national security and defense plan-
ners in matters of  renewable energy, water 
supply, and ecological carrying capacity
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