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Introduction: Command of the 
Commons and U.S. Primacy 
In 1805, British Admiral Horatio Nelson defeated a 

combined Franco-Spanish fleet off the coast of Spain that 

threatened to deny Britain command of the sea around 

Western Europe. Nelson‖s success ensured that the United 

Kingdom retained what analysts would today refer to as 

“command of the commons”—the ability to project military 

power and engage in trade at times and places of its 

choosing while denying the same privileges to others. 

Command of the maritime commons guaranteed British 

participation in the wars against Napoleon would continue 

and ultimately contributed to Britain‖s success in the 

Napoleonic Wars. 

 

Two hundred years later, the United States enjoys a similar 

ability to exert command over the commons. Yet, unlike 

Nelson‖s day when the ocean was the only “common” that 

mattered, the modern commons involve the sea, air, space, 

and cyber domains through which information, goods, 

commerce, and people flow. The commons, in short, 

constitute the sinews of modern world politics.  In its 

modern guise, command of the commons means the 

United States can credibly threaten to deny other states 

access to the commons in a crisis and can defeat another 

state‖s efforts to deny the U.S. access to the commons in 

wartime.1 By commanding the commons, the United States 

simultaneously protects its own interests and provides a 

series of global public goods in the form of secure, stable 

modes of commerce, communication, and 

correspondence.2 

 

Command of the commons is a critical feature of U.S. 

grand strategy, and as American grand strategy has 

expanded, so too has the U.S. approach towards 

commanding the commons.  For much of the last 30 years, 

the United States has pursued a grand strategy of 

“primacy,” particularly after the Cold War.3 Primacy, as 

Barry Posen and Andrew Ross have argued, “holds that 

only a preponderance of U.S. power ensures peace.”4 

American economic and military preeminence preserves 

the peace, it is believed, by dissuading potential threats 
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from challenging U.S. interests and simultaneously 

reassuring alliance partners they will be defended.  Primacy 

thus calls for the United States to retain its dominant 

economic and military position relative to other states for as 

long as possible and mandates intensive U.S. involvement 

in international affairs to maintain the status quo.5   

 

Such an ambitious grand strategy requires an equally 

ambitious approach to the command of the commons.  On 

one level, command means the United States can 

undertake complex operations such as rapidly invading Iraq 

and Afghanistan, intervening in civil wars in the Balkans, 

and engaging in “immediate deterrence” when crises erupt 

around the world. By signaling the exceptional military 

resources available to the United States, it also 

(presumably) gives other states pause when considering 

whether to challenge U.S. interests. Yet, at the same time, a 

grand strategy of primacy pushes the United States to 

retain command of the commons by investing in a large, 

rapidly deployable military that is far more capable than 

those of potential opponents. It further requires the United 

States to dissuade or deter prospective challengers from 

taking steps that might make it difficult for the United 

States to operate around the globe.  In a type of self-

fulfilling cycle, the pursuit of American primacy both 

enables the active pursuit of U.S. interests around the world 

and reinforces the desirability of retaining command.  

 

Although the command of the commons is integrally 

related to American grand strategy, there is no single 

formula for maintaining the commons.  As the United 

States rethinks its grand strategy in the face of economic 

constraints and growing political and military competition, 

it will also need to rethink its approach to the command of 

the commons. This paper thus takes U.S. command of the 

commons as a given, but asks whether there are less costly 

and more appropriate ways to achieve it in an increasingly 

multi-polar world.  

 

Our analysis starts from the proposition that, while the 

United States enjoys command of the commons, the means 

by which it pursues this objective can vary. From the 

collapse of the Soviet Union through the present, the 

United States has pursued command of the commons by 

trying to control the commons—preventing the emergence 

of plausible threats to U.S. command by state and non-state 

actors alike, well ahead of their actual manifestation. We 

argue that this approach, while successful for most of the 

post-Cold War period, is becoming increasingly costly 

militarily and economically. Equally important, this 

approach has the potential to trigger counter-productive 

reactions—insecurity, counter-balancing, and backlash—

that may themselves come to pose challenges to U.S. 

command of the commons. Indeed, control carries in it the 

seeds of its own eventual unraveling.  

 

This paper offers an alternative approach to control, one we 

term “security of the commons.”  Under a security of the 

commons approach, the United States would maintain 

sufficient command of the commons to defeat military 

threats to U.S. interests and ensure the provision of global 

public goods such as trade and commerce. But it would 

recognize that America‖s current commitments and force 

capabilities far exceed what is necessary to achieve these 

goals.  The United States therefore can scale down the 

reach of its international activities and force presence 

without jeopardizing the key objectives of the command of 

the commons.  It can do so because the United States faces 

few unequivocal challenges to its command of the 

commons.  Moreover, by pursuing a security of the 

commons approach, it can actually increase U.S. national 

security while lowering its costs.  This is the case because 

under the current control approach, the U.S. tendency to 

over-provide the military forces to retain command can 

trigger “spirals of insecurity” and breed the very challenges 

to command of the commons it seeks to prevent.  By 

contrast, a security of commons approach offers the 

possibility that by doing less, the United States can 

encourage other regional powers to do more in protecting 

the commons, thereby discouraging free-riding.  Yet, at the 

same time, the United States would retain more than ample 

military capability to defend the commons should a credible 
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threat emerge by scaling up in critical regions, thus acting 

as a security guarantor of last resort. 

 

This paper proceeds in eight parts. Following this 

introduction, in part two, we define the scope of our 

analysis. Third, we offer a brief analysis of the origins of 

U.S. command. Fourth, we discuss the present state of U.S. 

strategy towards the commons and the military enablers of 

the approach. This section also discusses the costs of the 

current U.S. approach and the reasons the United States 

may want to change this strategy. Fifth, we contrast the 

control of the commons approach with our proposed 

“security of the commons” strategy. Sixth we examine the 

regions of the world where U.S. command of the commons 

is believed to be under stress to evaluate what would best 

maintain U.S. command. The seventh section then 

discusses some policy shifts required to follow a security of 

the commons approach. We conclude by highlighting 

additional implications of this argument. 

 

 

Setting and Assumptions 
At the outset, it is important to specify the scope of this 

paper and the meaning of “command of the commons.”  As 

noted in the introduction, “the commons” typically refer to 

the sea, air, space, and cyber domains through which 

information, goods, commerce, and people move. This 

paper primarily addresses the maritime commons. We 

narrow this scope for three reasons. First, historically, the 

maritime commons have been central to international trade 

and commerce. Despite the rise of air transportation, more 

than 90 percent of world trade is carried by ships at sea and 

half the world‖s oil production moves on maritime routes.6 

As a result, the existing international order is predicated 

upon a safe and secure maritime environment.  

 

Second, the United States is particularly dependent on the 

maritime commons for both its economic security and 

power projection. Economically, international trade 

accounted for over 25 percent of U.S. GDP in 2009, down 

from 30 percent before the 2008 economic crisis. 

Merchandise trade—that is, trade in actual products—

accounted for nearly 19 percent of U.S. GDP in 2009, and 

24 percent in 2008. Since the vast majority of world trade 

depends on sea transport, these figures suggest the United 

States would pay a heavy economic price if the maritime 

commons were somehow disrupted.7  

 

At the same time, whenever the United States acts 

militarily, it relies heavily on the maritime commons. 

When the United States mobilized for Operation Desert 

Shield in 1990-1991, it deployed most of the equipment for 

its 500,000-man army by ship. The aborted effort to deploy 

the 4th Infantry Division for the 2003 invasion of Iraq was 

similarly dependent on maritime access.8 Naval support, 

meanwhile, has played a substantial role in supporting 

combat operations from Desert Storm to the recent Libya 

air operations. In other words, absent command of the sea, 

the U.S. ability to act militarily would be substantially 

circumscribed.9 

 

Finally, the maritime commons are witness to increasing 

contestation and conflict by both state and non-state actors. 

They are also, arguably, where potential opponents can do 

the most damage. The growing maritime capacity of states 

such as China and India means that the United States is 

forced to devote increasing resources to maintaining its 

existing level of maritime dominance. At the same time, the 

ability of regional and non-state actors such as Iran and 

Hezbollah to hinder maritime operations in littoral regions 

means the United States must think twice before projecting 

power near coastlines defended by reasonably capable 

opponents. As the continued prevalence of piracy around 

the Horn of Africa further demonstrates, some non-state 

actors are also capable of disrupting commerce. In short, 

the maritime contested zone—the area in which American 

power projection is constrained—is expanding even as the 

importance of the maritime commons to U.S. national 

security remains.10 
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The Origins of Command 
United States command of the commons—maritime and 

otherwise —is predicated upon core military capabilities. 

The first is an open-ocean anti-submarine capability, 

maintenance of which is “key to maintaining command of 

the sea.” Second is the military use of space for 

reconnaissance, navigation, and communication purposes. 

Third is the ability to launch precision-guided weaponry 

against an adversary‖s military forces from airplanes flying 

above 15,000 feet. The fourth encompasses the ability to 

organize and command military forces operating around 

the world via the Unified Command Plan. Underwriting all 

of this is a global network of bases and power projection-

assets to deploy and sustain these forces.11 

 

The United States has had a long interest in ensuring the 

commons are not used to threaten U.S. security. Indeed, 

the United States worked throughout the nineteenth 

century to expand its continental “reach” to ensure no 

European great power could control the sea commons, 

dominate the Western Hemisphere, and thus threaten U.S. 

maritime security and trade.12 As U.S. overseas engagement 

expanded in the later part of the nineteenth and early part 

of the twentieth centuries, so too did the U.S. desire to 

build a navy strong enough to protect the sea lines of 

communication (SLOCs), spheres of influence, and 

commercial interests.13 Later still, U.S. economic security 

after the World War II came to depend on sustained 

international trade and investment. As a maritime power, 

America inherited a British strategy of expanding overseas 

markets and investments while preventing the emergence 

of a single dominant continental power.14 Its concern for 

the commons stemmed from “a very long tradition of 

promoting and protecting the free flow of trade over the 

world‖s seas,”15 the maintenance of which required still 

greater U.S. power projection and maritime capabilities to 

prevent disruptions. In short, the United States sought to 

influence the global commons throughout its history.16  

 

Yet, despite this long history, the present extent, depth, and 

scope of U.S. command of the commons is in large part the 

result of historical contingency. On one level, many of the 

military systems commonly associated with command of 

the commons—rapid air and sealift, robust naval and air 

forces, the Unified Command Plan, reconnaissance and 

intelligence satellites, deployable military units and their 

logistical support, and so on—emerged as part of America‖s 

Cold War strategy. Faced with the need to balance the 

Soviet Union and its allies throughout 1949-1989, the U.S. 

prepared to fight an adversary that posed both a significant 

conventional threat to Europe and which could also 

threaten the SLOCs that would be used to reinforce NATO 

in wartime.17 At the same time, because a conflict might not 

have been contained to European battlefields, the United 

States needed the wherewithal to respond to threats to other 

regions of the world (particularly the Middle East and East 

Asia).18 To overcome the triple problems of a tenuous 

conventional balance in Europe, possible hindrances to 

reinforcement, and the potential for conflicts in several 

regions, the United States acquired vast air, sea, 

reconnaissance, and intelligence assets as American 

commitments expanded after 1945 due to the struggle 

against the Soviet Union and its allies. Subsequently, 

starting in the early 1980s, the United States began to fully 

exploit the capabilities it had built up to enact a more 

forward-leaning, activist policy towards the Soviet Union 

and other potential threats. This included such steps as 

planning to surge U.S. naval power into the Soviet littorals 

in the event of war, and consistently testing Soviet air 

defenses by flying U.S. aircraft close to the Soviet border. 

In effect, the United States began using its command of the 

commons in ways suggesting some interest in preventing 

threats to U.S. command before they truly manifested.19 

 

The collapse of the Soviet Union and end of the Cold War 

eliminated the opponent that the United States had 

prepared to fight while leaving it in possession of the 

military capabilities and commitments developed in the 

process. Rather than wholly dismantle the Cold War 

military in what was a far more benign threat environment, 

the George H.W. Bush and Clinton Administrations 

continued funding a military that was basically a smaller 
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Cold War-era force.  Rather than designing a new military 

structured for a post-Cold War world, the political 

consensus articulated a strategy around existing forces, 

commitments, and capabilities. Irrespective of the wisdom 

of these decisions, it left the United States with effectively 

uncontested conventional military superiority from 1991 

onward.20 With the collapse of the USSR, no military could 

hope to match the combination of U.S. firepower and 

mobility married to a command and control structure 

optimized for global operations. 

 

 

The Nature of Command: Control and 
Its Costs 
Yet, if contingency offered the United States virtually 

uncontested command of the commons, U.S. strategy is 

presently dedicated to preserving the status quo. It does so 

by defining and pursuing a particular type of command, 

what we term control of the commons. Rather than simply 

commanding the commons by retaining the ability to react 

decisively to challenges should they emerge, control of the 

commons seeks to prevent challenges in the first place. In 

effect, the control strategy encompasses three related ideas: 

1) the U.S. should exercise control over the commons at all 

times; 2) U.S. command also provides a global “public 

good” that is perpetually vulnerable to ready disruption; and 

3) as a result, it is imperative to forestall potential 

challenges to the commons.21  

 

The first element equates security and openness of the 

commons with American monopoly of the international 

system. This is another way of saying that, having secured 

command of the commons, the United States wants both to 

preserve the current order and have other states 

acknowledge its dominance.22 At the same time, the 

emergence of increasingly powerful states seeking to 

influence the commons is viewed with deep suspicion.23 

Despite the rhetoric of multilateralism, influence over the 

commons is only accorded to allies under the aegis of 

American leadership.24  

 

American command is not simply good for the United 

States.  It also provides a global “public good” in the form 

of stable, secure modes of trade and communication. In 

this sense, the United States acts a “steward” for the 

international community in providing access to the 

commons. As such, efforts to limit U.S. command by 

reducing its ready access to certain maritime regions is 

taken as a challenge to the openness of the commons and 

threat to the international economic system.  Yet, in spite of 

the benefits it provides others and the lack of credible 

challenges to the commons, the control framework treats 

U.S. command and stewardship of the international system 

as tenuous and fragile. In this view, the commons are 

subject to ready disruptions and challenges. The concerns 

seem to be three-fold. First, state or non-state actors might 

seize control of the commons and alter or damage the 

foundation of the international system. Second, even if U.S. 

command cannot be eliminated writ large, seizure of vital 

international “chokepoints” might still prevent the extant 

system from operating. Third, even if U.S. command were 

maintained in the long-run, short-term disruptions in U.S. 

command might sufficiently hurt the credibility of U.S. 

security guarantees that the international system might 

fragment or cease operating smoothly. Preventing 

challenges to the commons is therefore viewed as crucial to 

the survival of the international system and public goods 

provision, and thus requires that the contested zones 

remain as small as possible.  

 

Finally, because any expansion of the contested zones is 

treated as an undesirable challenge to American leadership, 

control over the commons places a premium on early 

identification of potential challenges—even those that have 

yet to clearly emerge. This justifies efforts to either dissuade 

these challenges from maturing, or developing the means 

to stay ahead of them militarily, often at a very high cost. 

These threats may come from other states or non-state 

actors, but, regardless, the United States, it is believed, 

must disarm or defuse them before they have the 

opportunity to impede U.S. leadership.25 
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The net effect is a strategy that seeks to forestall the 

emergence of any challenges to U.S. dominance.  It seeks 

to do so by marrying hard- and soft-power to ensure a 

continuous forward presence around the world. The 

military keeps hundreds of thousands of sailors, soldiers, 

airmen, and marines overseas to prevent a crisis from 

emerging.  These forces can be put to use if a crisis 

emerges, but the underlying strategy is to seek to short-

circuit challenges to U.S. command before they emerge.  

 

This strategy undoubtedly preserves the U.S. position in the 

short-term. Nevertheless, and as elaborated below, it is a 

particularly costly strategy because it conflates efforts by 

other states to preserve their sovereignty and protect their 

interests with outright challenges to the commons.  

Moreover, by equating openness of the commons with 

unambiguous American leadership, the strategy actually 

causes other powers such as China and India to fear the 

possibility that the United States will one day decide to deny 

them access to the commons. This propels them to develop 

the military means to prevent or at least deter the United 

States from doing so, thereby expanding the contested 

zone. These military efforts, in turn, are taken as signs of 

aggressive intentions, leading to increased American 

defense spending and intensified efforts to retain America‖s 

overwhelming military position. 

 

 

An Alternative Strategy: Security of the 
Commons 
The current American strategy of control of the commons, 

therefore, is prone not just to spirals of insecurity but also 

to spirals of cost escalation. Not only are American 

policymakers seemingly insensitive to the costs paid to 

pursue control, but control is falsely posited as the only 

option available for the United States to maintain command 

of the commons. The United States could instead adopt a 

different approach to maintain command of the commons. 

Indeed, if we imagine control as a broadly unilateralist and 

activist approach, then at the other end of the spectrum is 

what we might label a strategy of “security of the 

commons.”  

 

Security of the commons shares with control the 

assumption that the United States must retain access to the 

commons. As a result, threats to the commons must 

ultimately be deterred or defeated and the U.S. military 

must have sufficient resources to undertake this task. It 

breaks with the control strategy, however, in three key ways.  

First, it acknowledges the fiscal and geopolitical costs 

involved in control.  Second, it understands that other states 

have self-interested reasons not to challenge U.S. command 

of the commons (at least for the foreseeable future).  And 

third, it appreciates that the United States can leverage the 

inherent advantages of the U.S. economic and military base 

to maintain command of the commons if a challenge 

ultimately emerged.  

 

Security of the commons is analogous to Paul Kennedy‖s 

description of “naval mastery,” namely: 

 

…A situation in which a country has so developed 

its maritime strength that it is superior to any rival 

power, and that its predominance is or could be 

exerted far outside its home waters, with the result 

that it is extremely difficult for other, lesser states 

to undertake maritime operations or trade without 

at least its tacit consent…It does not necessarily 

imply a superiority over all other navies combined, 

nor does it mean that this country could not 

temporarily lose local command of the sea; but it 

does assume the possession of an overall maritime 

power such that small-scale defeats overseas would 

soon be reversed by the dispatch of naval forces 

sufficient to eradicate the enemy‖s challenge.26 

 

In other words, we argue mastery of the sea is sufficient for 

command of the commons—forgoing control is not 

tantamount to losing command of the commons. 
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What is the underlying logic of the security strategy, and 

what might a security approach look like in practice? 

Security of the commons accepts that the United States 

cannot prevent the expansion of the contested zone for the 

indefinite future at a sustainable price. Put simply, the 

United States cannot prevent the diffusion of militarily 

useful technologies to other states that will hinder the 

United States‖ ability to project power into the littorals at 

the same cost as in the past. So-called “double digit” surface 

to air missiles (SAMs), undersea mines, advanced cruise 

missiles, reasonably capable fighter aircraft: all these 

technologies are increasingly available to potential 

adversaries. The result is that the United States must spend 

increasingly more money to develop the means to overcome 

these assets than it costs prospective opponents to field 

them. Although it is a rich country, the United States 

cannot do this indefinitely, particularly if budget constraints 

are as pronounced as political leaders seem to believe. 

Security of the commons would recognize that the ability of 

states to expand the contested zones is likely to grow over 

the coming years. The implication is that the United States 

needs to weigh the value of pushing back contested zones 

with the cost of accepting the growth of the zone and 

selectively pushing against it only when U.S. interests are 

clearly threatened.  

 

Second, in conducting this assessment, a security strategy 

recognizes that other states have strong, self-interested 

reasons not to wholly undermine American command of 

the commons. Rising states such as China and India have 

profoundly benefitted from the U.S.-led international 

system. This is particularly true in economic affairs, where 

the American-backed liberal trade and financial system has 

enabled exceptional growth and development around the 

world. To assert other states want to supplant the United 

States in command of the commons, one would have to 

assume one or more states are willing to bear the direct 

costs of conflict, as well as the substantial economic 

opportunity costs that would be paid afterwards. Given the 

benefits these powers derive from the current system and 

the efforts they have made to maintain it, this seems a 

dubious prospect.27 

 

In a related fashion, states interested in undermining 

American command of the commons are constrained in 

doing so because of the likely political and economic 

repercussions; this further adds to the incentives other 

actors have to maintain the extant system. A quick glance at 

the map reveals that the most plausible challengers to 

American command—states encompassing a large 

economy, educated population, technological expertise, and 

at least moderate military forces—all face potential 

counterbalancing coalitions that would greatly limit their 

ability to make a bid for command. In Asia, Japan, China, 

Russia, and India each have long-standing rivalries with the 

others and would not look kindly at one trying to seize local 

command of the commons lest it do so at another‖s 

expense; if one tried, the others would likely come together 

to prevent it from being successful.28 An analogous 

situation holds in Europe and the Middle East, where no 

one actor can comfortably make a play for regional 

command without others challenging its efforts.29 As a 

result, states in these regions are limited in their ability to 

challenge U.S. command for the foreseeable future.  

 

The incentive other states have to oppose actions that would 

challenge U.S. command means there are ample 

opportunities for the United States to partner with these 

nations to preserve U.S. command at much lower cost. 

Indeed, the United States has much more latitude to share 

the burden of maintaining the commons with other great 

powers than it has pursued.  Under a security of the 

commons approach, the United States would first rely on 

regional powers whose interests align in preserving the 

commons in their area of the world.  States such as India, 

Japan, Russia, and possibly even China should be 

encouraged to develop the air and sea capabilities necessary 

to preserve the sea lines of communication underwriting 

global trade and international relations. This would help 

preserve the openness of the commons in accordance with 

U.S. national interests.  
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By sharing the burden for maintaining the commons, a 

security of commons approach would help avoid two of the 

main drawbacks of the current control approach.  A security 

of the commons approach would help forestall free-

riding—the incentive states have to contribute less to a 

collective good than they otherwise would, knowing that 

some other state (in this case, the United States) will pick 

up the slack. It would also help avoid the appearance of 

threatening other powers and thereby reducing the 

possibility of a counter-productive reaction. To convey 

clearly its interest in encouraging greater burden-sharing, 

the United States should curtail its military presence in 

geographic areas where it wants other states to carry the 

burden of preserving the commons. On the one hand, by 

signaling there are limits to the extent of U.S. security 

guarantees, a reduced U.S. military presence encourages 

states similarly interested in maritime openness to develop 

their own means to protect the commons. By further 

constraining its offensive military power it could readily 

bring to bear against other actors, the United States would 

also diminish other states‖ threat perceptions of the United 

States and limit the possibilities of insecurity spirals.30 The 

model for the United States here ought to be the United 

Kingdom, which successfully utilized the Japanese Empire 

to preserve Britain‖s Far East interests over 1902-1920 and 

improve relations with the United States and Russia.31 

 

Still, this does not mean the United States should wholly 

disarm and free-ride on the ability of other actors to keep 

the commons open. Instead, the final elements of a security 

strategy are the maintenance of a powerful military and the 

capacity to develop, and deploy additional capabilities to 

preserve the commons if a challenge eventually emerges.  

America‖s large economy, educated population, and long 

history of producing advanced military hardware and 

technology afford it the ability to generate and sustain 

military forces that most countries can only dream of. Its 

unique geographic advantages—at once geographically 

separated from Eurasia, but with a foothold in both the 

Atlantic and Pacific Oceans—enables it to position forces 

with the ability to reach most corners of the globe while 

plausibly coming to the aid of U.S. allies in a crisis. 

Combined, these factors suggest both that the United States 

can maintain command of the commons so long as it 

retains the ability to generate military power from its 

domestic economy, and that even a smaller, less forward-

deployed military can be used to preserve command by 

partnering with regional powers. Under a security-based 

approach, the U.S. would first rely upon its regional allies 

and the balancing behavior of regional powers to preserve 

openness of the commons. That said, the United States 

would retain sufficient military capacity to step in if it 

appeared regional actors were truly failing in this task, 

operating as a security guarantor of last resort by providing 

“swing” military capacity to defeat challenges to the 

commons.32 

 

Overall, a security-based approach breaks from control in 

accepting an expansion of the contested zones and growth 

of other states‖ ability to influence the commons. It can do 

so because political, military, and economic relations in 

Asia, Europe, and the Middle East are resilient and robust. 

Potential challengers are limited in how far and fast they 

can challenge U.S. command of the commons before they 

hinder their own interests, trigger an international 

backlash, or both. Some states may still calculate that the 

net benefits of excluding the United States from the 

commons outweigh the losses. If this occurs, however, it is 

likely to occur gradually and slowly as challengers 

maneuver to try to obfuscate and mask their intentions. 

This would give the United States ample time to respond. 

Moreover, because states confronting a rising challenger 

will seek outside assistance to counterbalance, it should 

offer the United States multiple channels to project 

American influence and preserve American interests.  

 

The net result is a situation whereby the United States can 

relax the extent to which it tries to actively manage the 

commons and dissuade potential challenges from 

emerging. Instead, a security approach relies upon regional 

actors to protect the commons in their immediate 

geographic areas while relying upon the United States‖ 
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ability to project decisive military power to defeat challenges 

to the commons when regional actors prove unable to do 

so. In effect, rather than the unilateralism and activism 

inherent in control of the commons, a security strategy 

emphasizes reaction and cooperation to maintain 

command of the commons, relying throughout on what is 

the inherent defensibility and stability of the current 

international order. 

 

 

The Commons’ Emerging Spheres of 
Contestation 
American control of the commons depends on U.S. 

forward presence in the Pacific and Indian oceans, as well 

as the Persian Gulf. With emerging multi-polarity, the 

diffusion of military technology to state and non-state 

actors, mounting unconventional threats, and political 

instability around maritime chokepoints, there is an 

emerging consensus that the contested zones in these areas 

are expanding.33  This consensus view further argues that if 

left unchecked, these challenges will eventually result in a 

situation whereby the United States and other members of 

the international community can be denied access to the 

maritime commons, thereby threatening the foundations of 

both the global economy and U.S. military power.  

 

The jury is still out, however, on the scale, magnitude, and 

source of the prospective threats. In our assessment, most 

existing assessments overstate the threat level and 

misdiagnose some of the causes. This results in a 

misplaced emphasis on a control approach that seeks to 

retain overwhelming military power and expansive U.S. 

security commitments.  In contrast, we argue that existing 

trends pose some problems but do not constitute strategic 

threats to the commons. Simply put, non-state actors lack 

the ability to substantively disrupt the maritime commons. 

Moreover, while the anti-access capabilities of other states 

are increasing and can be used to deny access to a state‖s 

littorals and onshore territory, they do not give these states 

the ability to deny access to vast swathes of the commons 

itself or to critical choke-points.34 These purported threats 

to the commons can be examined in three theaters of 

prospective contestation: East Asia and the Pacific Ocean, 

the Indian Ocean, and the Persian Gulf. 

 

East Asia and the Pacific Ocean 

The East Asian and Pacific Ocean region is a focal point of 

American strategy, increasingly so because of the gradual 

emergence of China as an economic and military great 

power. Numerous official strategic documents expect the 

rise of China to pose one of the greatest challenges to the 

United States‖ ability to command the commons in the 

region.35 Indeed, analysts from across the political spectrum 

see the “rise of China” as eventually translating into a 

challenge to U.S. command much in the same way that 

rising powers have historically used their growing influence 

to contest the military and political structures buttressing a 

given order.36 China‖s growing assertiveness—particularly 

its claims in territory in the South China Sea—has lent 

some support to these fears.37  

 

The proposition that China will eventually challenge U.S. 

command in East Asia, however, is debatable. Even as its 

power and interests expand, there are strong constraints on 

what China can accomplish in challenging the existing 

order before undermining its own security. These 

constraints offer profound incentives for China to pursue 

policies that broadly support the geopolitical status quo in 

East Asia, provided the United States uses its own policy to 

encourage such an outcome.38  

 

Constraints on Chinese Behavior 

China would suffer great costs if it were to “defect” from 

the international system and pursue expansionist claims to 

assert command of the East Asian commons. Economically, 

a Chinese bid for East Asian command would likely scare 

away trading partners and financial investors alike. 

Investors would become leery of abetting further Chinese 

aggrandizement as well as fear for the viability of their 

investments over the course of a crisis or conflict, and 

China‖s trading partners would be reluctant to increase 

their dependence on Chinese supplies because of the 
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increased risk of disruption and out of fear that they might 

be subject to blackmail during a crisis.  Not only would 

these disruptions hinder the economic growth that has 

fueled China‖s rise, but they might lead to further domestic 

instability as economic losses threatened the legitimacy of 

the ruling Communist Party.39  

 

China would also pay a political premium if it sought to 

assert East Asian command. Even as it is, China‖s economic 

growth—and the accompanying expansion in Chinese 

military capabilities and claims—has unsettled its 

neighbors in the region; to date, states such as Japan, 

Thailand, India, and Vietnam have begun seeking closer 

political and military cooperation as a hedge against 

Chinese aggression or future expansion. Overt Chinese 

aggrandizement would likely cause this nascent balancing 

coalition to crystallize.40 This, in turn, would either require 

China to give up on its ambitions or devote increasing 

resources to countering this alignment against it. In either 

case, such responses would constrain Chinese options for 

expansion and significantly undermine the strategic 

stability on which its rise as a great power depends.41    

 

Control of the Commons and Chinese Strategy 

How does American control of the commons factor into the 

situation confronting China? Ironically, U.S. strategy 

functions to undercut—rather than reinforce—Chinese 

incentives to support the status quo by fueling Chinese 

insecurity. Chinese policymakers rightly argue that, by 

virtue of its large military presence in East Asia, the United 

States has the ability to deny China access to the global 

commons. This poses a significant problem given the 

Chinese dependence on trade and access to the global 

economy for its economic growth.42 At the same time, the 

substantial military firepower the United States can bring 

to bear on short notice in East Asia is inherently worrisome 

to China given that most of its most economically vibrant 

areas lie near the coast and are thus vulnerable to American 

power projection.43  

 

This is doubly ironic because sea powers such as the United 

States are often perceived by other actors to be inherently 

less threatening than land powers. This stems from their 

limited ability to invade or attack another state‖s 

homeland.44 The current U.S. naval presence in East Asia, 

however, provides the U.S. Navy with the ability to conduct 

significant offensive sorties.45 Oriented around aircraft 

carriers and submarines, the existing naval posture can 

appear deeply provocative to China because “the United 

States [uses] the same maritime capabilities to dominate 

East Asia‖s sea-lanes and to preserve the regional security 

order that it has used to wage war in Iraq.”46 American 

maritime forces in East Asia are ostensibly there to 

maintain openness of the seas; in practice, they are dual-

use and can be redirected to attack the Chinese mainland if 

events escalated. It is thus not surprising that China‖s 

response has been to develop anti-access and area-denial 

(AA/AD) capabilities that would hold U.S. vessels 

vulnerable: doing so raises the prospective U.S. costs for 

war with China and thus helps deter U.S. operations near 

the Chinese coast.47  

 

In other words, there is reason to believe that American 

control of the commons has fed Chinese security concerns 

and is responsible for some of the Chinese military build-

up aimed at countering threatening American actions. 

These Chinese developments, however, are often the ones 

identified in U.S. strategy documents as the very 

developments threatening American command of the 

commons.48 Thus, partly as a result of the control strategy, 

the United States and China appear to be in a slowly 

escalating security spiral.  A security of the commons 

approach would offer a path out of this spiral.  It would 

recognize the strong reasons China has to avoid 

challenging U.S. command of the commons and would 

thus reduce America‖s offensive military presence in East 

Asia to reassure China of U.S. intentions. In short, the 

United States may itself be able to reduce the possibility of 

a future Chinese challenge to the commons by reducing the 

insecurity that current American strategy creates. 
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The Limits of China’s Military Capabilities  

Still, even if China‖s interests appear largely supportive of 

the current international order, its expanding capabilities 

could give rise to more revisionist tendencies by reducing 

the consequences of aggression. Indeed, concerns have 

been raised that China‖s military is building up the 

capability to contest U.S. command of the commons, 

particularly with the growth of Chinese “area denial” 

weapons such as anti-ship ballistic missiles (ASBMs).49 

While China may procure an aircraft carrier, the hype over 

China‖s development of a “blue-water navy” expressed by 

Pentagon officials and other analysts50  is simply unlikely to 

pan out anytime soon.51 The internal Chinese debate over 

the future of its navy ranges between those advocating for 

an AA/AD force, to those advocating for a limited power-

projection capability to defend and assure regional 

interests, and finally to a more expansive vision of a carrier-

centered navy.52 Most assessments, however, acknowledge 

that Chinese capabilities will be significantly circumscribed 

and unlikely to actually challenge U.S. naval dominance in 

the aggregate for some time, perhaps 15-20 years.53 

 

An AA/AD force, for instance, would likely require the 

United States restrain its use of carriers and large surface 

vessels out to the range of the AA/AD capabilities 

(approximately 1500 kilometers). Should the need arise to 

restore openness of the commons, however, the United 

States Navy could still deploy its nuclear submarine force—

among the largest and certainly the most advanced in the 

world—to deny China‖s own control of the SLOCs.54 

Moreover, U.S. development of anti-ballistic missile 

systems on its naval vessels should allow the Navy some 

degree of operations in an ASBM-rich environment.  Nor is 

there a reason to worry about a more ambitious Chinese 

military build-up.  China‖s development of an aircraft 

carrier-focused navy (mirroring that of the United States) 

would give the United States Navy a large and easily tracked 

target that could be attacked by U.S. air, missile, and 

undersea assets.55 Even if they were interested in doing so, 

Chinese leaders would have to suffer from a great deal of 

strategic myopia for them to conclude they can successfully 

challenge U.S. command. In effect, Chinese naval 

expansion will either be checked by China‖s own 

acknowledgment of its limitations, or by actual capability 

gaps relative to the United States.56 As a result, American 

command of the commons can survive the growth of 

Chinese maritime capabilities.  

 

More broadly, a rising China does not need to provoke a 

great power conflict as international system pressures have 

in the past. The prospect for great power competition is 

mitigated, and cooperation enhanced, because nuclear 

weapons, separation by the Pacific Ocean, and even the 

revolution in military information technology afford 

defense the dominant position over offense and allow both 

states to protect their vital interests without seriously 

threatening the other.57  

 

South Asia and the Indian Ocean 

After the Pacific, the Indian Ocean has emerged at the 

forefront of discussions surrounding maritime security, 

strategic chokepoints, and protection of the global 

commons. The 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) 

underscores the importance of the Indian Ocean, noting 

that it “provides vital sea lines of communication that are 

essential to global commerce, international energy security, 

and regional stability.”58 In this area, threats to U.S. 

command of the commons are thought to come from 

irregular, non-state actors and take the form of terrorism, 

regional instability and insurgency, illicit trafficking, and 

piracy.59 Chinese entrance into the Indian Ocean is also 

held up as a potential destabilizing force, in response to 

which the United States expects that India “will contribute 

to Asia as a net provider of security in the Indian Ocean.”60 

In fact, while some of the concerns surrounding non-state 

threats to the commons—particularly piracy—have some 

merit, they pose a much smaller danger than often 

portrayed. Meanwhile, India‖s role in the region is likely to 

evolve less within the manner desired by the United States, 

and more on the basis of India‖s own interests. Though this 

may pose problems for U.S.-Indian cooperation, the United 

States will still have options for ensuring the commons 
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remain open and retaining significant influence over the 

process.  

 

Irregular Threats 

Despite the uptick of activities by non-state actors in the 

Indian Ocean, insurgent, terrorist, and criminal networks 

remain largely inconsequential in threatening U.S. 

command of the commons. Even the strongest militant 

groups such as Hezbollah and the now dismantled 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam lack the capability to deny 

the United States and its allies access to littoral regions, let 

alone access to strategic chokepoints or international 

waterways. Indeed, the limited ability of even medium-

sized states to prevent the United States from operating 

near littoral regions or in strategic chokepoints suggests 

comparatively poorly funded and poorly equipped groups 

would be even less successful.61 

 

American maritime strategy, however, appears to be 

preparing for extensive irregular warfare, 

counterinsurgency, humanitarian intervention, and conflict 

prevention.62 At times, naval strategy appears to suggest 

that the Navy should be the first-responder to every crisis 

and prepare, as the Naval Operating Concept asserts, 

“mission-tailored forces across a wide range of missions 

that promote stability, prevent crises and combat 

terrorism.”63 Yet if the threats posed by non-state actors are 

negligible, then attempting to prevent or counter instability 

in non-strategic regions unnecessarily risks blowback.  

 

Piracy 

Piracy is a partial exception to the irregular threat 

argument. Growing piracy off the Horn of Africa and 

extending out into the Indian Ocean has captured headlines 

in recent years as “another sign of the anarchy,” in part 

because it suggests a loss of U.S. and international control 

over international waterways.64 The threat has also been 

conflated with discussions of terrorism and insurgency,65 

thus generating proposals for counterinsurgency and 

stability operations rather than maritime policing to combat 

what is essentially disruptive criminal activity.66 

Piracy‖s bark, however, is worse than its bite and, while 

disruptive, does not inherently threaten freedom of 

navigation. The annual cost of piracy is estimated to be $5-7 

billion per year67 but this is still a rounding error compared 

to the net value of international shipping.68 At the same 

time, Somali pirates pose very little threat to critical sea 

lines of communication; when they do, as with the Gulf of 

Aden, international naval flotillas can be used to suppress 

their activities around critical chokepoints. Piracy can pose 

a threat to ships on the wider Indian Ocean but at present 

about three-quarters of pirate assaults fail and new 

countermeasures are continually being developed.69 For 

instance, ships with armed guards have never been 

successfully pirated and the estimated 20 percent of ships 

in the region that fail to take appropriate security measures 

are overwhelmingly the ones targeted.70 

 

Nevertheless, the fear of piracy can be easily addressed with 

the United States in a position to deploy its maritime 

supremacy along with modest investments to lead truly 

cooperative efforts to reduce piracy and restore the public 

good of freedom of the seas. Compared to the laborious and 

expensive tasks of counterinsurgency and stabilization 

operations, countering piracy in the Indian Ocean with 

solely maritime operations is low-hanging fruit for United 

States.71 By providing leadership, moderate combat power, 

and logistical support to these efforts, the United States can 

acquire an easy public relations victory while reassuring 

regional actors that its naval position substantially 

contributes to freedom of the seas and regional stability. 

But control is not required to counter the piracy problem. 

The most prudent use of resources is to manage the 

disorder posed by piracy by raising the costs to pirates while 

tacitly supporting local systems of authority—whether clan, 

tribal, or religious based.72  

 

In fact, the United States can manage the piracy problem at 

a low cost to itself by in many cases “outsourcing” the 

problem to the actors most affected by the phenomenon 

(such as the European Union, India, and China). The ease 

with which the United States organized Combined Task 
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Force 151 (CTF-151) for counter-piracy operations and its 

success in sharing the burdens of maintaining the 

commons around the Horn of Africa should provide a 

model for the future: states will help maintain the 

commons when their interests are threatened.73 As a result, 

should the costs of piracy rise, those actors most sensitive 

to piracy will be even more inclined to contribute to 

maritime security ventures. Efforts to keep the maritime 

commons smoothly operating will increase irrespective of 

what the United States itself does; it also offers the United 

States multiple opportunities to partake in the process. By 

backing this process with what will remain the most 

dominant navy, the United States should be able to exert 

effective command of the commons at a lower cost. 

 

India’s Role in the Indian Ocean 

As the world‖s largest multiethnic democracy and an 

economic and military power in its own right, India is 

believed to be a natural ally for the United States in a 

dangerous region, a balancer of China, and a contributor to 

security of the commons. And yet, despite the 2008 civil 

nuclear deal designed to bring India into strategic 

alignment with the United States, relations between the two 

countries have stagnated.74 This has not stopped India from 

contributing to the stability of the Indian Ocean commons, 

but it has limited the scope of India‖s contributions: to date, 

Indian efforts have focused on ensuring freedom of 

navigation and undertaking moderate “counterpiracy, 

peacekeeping, humanitarian assistance, and disaster relief 

efforts.”75  

 

In light of China‖s gradual advances into the region, a 

number of analysts have urged the United States to 

revitalize its security relationship with India.76 Such a step 

seems both unwise and unnecessary. On the one hand, by 

prematurely “hedging” against Chinese activism in the 

region, a U.S.-Indian alignment would almost certainly 

spark encirclement concerns in China. Indeed, given 

Chinese concerns about American command of the 

commons in its present form, an Indo-American 

partnership would present China with the prospect of naval 

blockade around its periphery. It is reasonable to assume 

that China would not simply accept this situation quietly.  

Indeed, it could well incite a Chinese military buildup that 

would imperil stability in both South and East Asia, 

threaten conflict in the maritime commons, and 

undermine the utility of U.S.-Indian partnership in the 

process. 

 

Moreover, such an American effort is unnecessary. India 

needs no push to defend what are essentially its own 

interests. The country‖s heavy reliance on maritime trade 

for continued growth and prosperity means it has a vested 

interest in preventing threats to regional SLOCs. At the 

same time, India has already begun to grow wary of 

Chinese power projection into the Indian Ocean, viewing it 

as their “rightful and exclusive sphere of interest.”77 It looks 

increasingly doubtful that China will be able to establish a 

set of naval bases in the area. If China were successful, 

however, India might mount its own “contested zone” 

against the PLA navy. India has begun modernizing its 

navy and supporting infrastructure.78 There is also evidence 

India is seeking to improve its relations with other states in 

South, Southeast, and East Asia to hedge against hostile 

Chinese behavior; that these countries are also highly 

dependent on the maintenance of Indian Ocean SLOCs 

provides further motivation for these activities.79 In 

essence, a natural coalition in search of “geopolitical 

pluralism” is already forming and requires little prodding 

from Washington.80 

 

This does not mean, however, that Indian interests coincide 

with U.S. interests to such an extent that India would be an 

extension of U.S. control of the commons. Some analysts 

have suggested embedding Indian activities within 

institutions dominated by Western democracies taking 

advantage of India‖s affinity for “Anglo-Saxon virtues.”81 

But these proposals will face problems as India expands its 

engagement in the region and pursues interests not wholly 

congruent with those of the United States (e.g., fostering 

trade with Iran).82 Even proposals to create new regimes—

such as a “League of Democracies”—to devolve influence to 



 

 
 
new america foundation  page  14  

 

India and other emerging democracies seem to be 

transparent attempts for the United States to exert 

influence over a changing geopolitical landscape and 

maximize its tools for control.83 These efforts could, in fact, 

undermine cooperation with India, alienate important 

regional actors (e.g. Russia), and exacerbate tensions with 

China.  

 

Instead, command of the Indian Ocean commons can be 

maintained in a two-part process. First, the United States 

can devolve influence over the commons to India without 

any institutional screening device, confident that India‖s 

interest in self-preservation will generally lead to stable 

balances of power. Second, by maintaining a capable 

military able to “surge” into the Indian Ocean when 

needed, the United States can preserve its ability to respond 

and play a decisive role in the region should the need arise. 

As Andrew Erickson and his colleagues point out, security 

for the Indian Ocean commons “does not require a major 

ongoing military commitment to the Indian Ocean; rather, 

regular military deployments, coupled with the ability to 

surge forces into the area during a crisis, would provide the 

ability to deter most threats to US interests there.”84 U.S. 

command of the commons would thus be maintained by 

virtue of concordant strategic interests between the United 

States and India, and recognition that the United States can 

still decisively influence events in the region should its 

interests so require. In other words, even if regional ties 

begin to form, the United States would be wise to remain 

“above the fray” for the time being as the natural interests 

of other regional powers will lead them to a position 

conducive to American interests.85 

 

The Persian Gulf and the Threat of Strategic 

Chokepoints 

Even as the United States watches India and China 

carefully, it is also concerned that the maritime commons 

might be disrupted by state or non-state efforts to close 

strategic chokepoints. By “strategic chokepoints,” we mean 

regions of the world‖s oceans where many ships pass, but 

whose constricted geography potentially makes them 

attractive military targets. The fact that many ships pass 

through chokepoints such as the Strait of Hormuz, Strait of 

Malacca, Suez Canal, Panama Canal, and Strait of Gibraltar 

means their closure could impede maritime commerce and 

communication and hinder American military access to 

many parts of the world. Of these, the Strait of Hormuz has 

been singled out as a particularly dangerous case as the 

world‖s dependence on the free-flow of Persian Gulf oil 

gives hostile actors—most notably Iran—the opportunity to 

hold the world‖s economy hostage by taking or threatening 

military action that would disrupt tanker traffic through the 

Strait.86 Concerns that closure of one or more strategic 

chokepoints might irrevocably damage the global economy, 

undermine American military power, or damage the 

maritime commons in some other manner led the United 

States to aver in its most recent National Security Strategy 

that it would take the necessary steps to keep “strategic 

straits and vital sea lanes open.”87 

 

The presumed vulnerability of strategic chokepoints has 

been used to justify a more activist and forward-leaning 

U.S. presence in nearby regions. This includes a robust 

military presence, support for regime change or reform 

(particularly around the Persian Gulf), development 

initiatives, and joint counter-terrorism operations. At the 

same time, however, these very actions can create new 

incentives for other actors to threaten, disrupt, or close 

strategic choke points as a way of deterring or retaliating for 

U.S. actions that undermine their own security. Iran 

provides a case in point, as the ongoing U.S. naval presence 

in the Persian Gulf, regional activities to isolate or contain 

it, and continued discussion of attacking the Iranian 

nuclear program gives Iran a clear reason—namely, 

deterrence—to threaten Hormuz. This situation is all the 

more ironic because the actual vulnerability of chokepoints 

is significantly overstated for a number of reasons. 

 

First, the prevalence of chokepoints is itself exaggerated—

few straits are really chokepoints. The closure or disruption 

of many straits would not result in the cutoff of shipping, 

because alternative routes are available.  For instance, in the 
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event the Strait of Malacca or Singapore is disrupted, 

former PACCOM Admiral Dennis Blair wrote, “…ships 

could temporarily resort to alternate, if longer, routes 

around Lombok, of the Lesser Sunda Islands, or even south 

of Australia.”88 Bypassing the Strait of Malacca or the 

Spratley islands would temporarily raise the costs of oil 

prices by a small percentage but it would not endanger the 

global economy.89 

 

Second, military campaigns to close straits or to interfere 

with global supply lines far from home ports are 

exceptionally difficult, costly, and highly vulnerable to 

counter-attack. Even the growing naval powers in the region 

have nowhere near the capabilities to close a strategic 

chokepoint let alone exercise denial on all chokepoints in a 

region simultaneously to impose real barriers or strategic 

costs on the United States or the global economy. Those 

states most capable of blockading certain chokepoints—

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore—have little interest in 

doing so. The U.S. Navy is currently the only power capable 

of such actions and Admiral Blair estimates that any 

countries with the economic potential to build such types of 

navies are “at least 20 years away from developing the fleet 

strength, naval-supply networks, and operational skills 

needed to mount sustained blockades far from home 

ports.”90 Even if China were able to curtail freedom of 

commercial navigation in the South China Sea,91 our East 

Asian allies could still undermine this through U.S.-

assisted arbitrage and alternative trade routes.  

 

Third, many states in the region are far more vulnerable to 

the closure of chokepoints and would have a natural 

incentive to band together and to counter any threat to 

shipping. For instance, China is deeply concerned about the 

security of its energy supply since it imports more than half 

its oil, 70 percent of which comes from the Persian Gulf.92 

South Korea, Japan, Australia, India, and Indonesia also 

depend on these chokepoints and could contribute to 

maintaining their openness. In other words, balancing 

against threats and potential threats is natural for states, 

particularly when maritime shipping is at stake.93 This was 

best evidenced by the coalition that formed to neutralize the 

Iranian threat to the Persian Gulf in 1987.94 And while the 

United States can help convene and support such missions, 

as it has with the counter-piracy operations through CTF-

151, it does not have to be the leader in order to realize its 

preferred outcome. 

 

Fourth, disorder or disruptions posed by regional conflict, 

piracy, or terrorism are not categorical threats to trade, 

shipping, or chokepoints. They merely constitute 

harassment and slightly raise the costs of international 

commerce rather than posing strategic threats or dealing 

serious blows to the international economy. Modern 

double-hulled oil tankers travelling at high speeds are far 

more resilient than in the past to mines, conventional 

missiles, or modern anti-ship missiles.95 Even hit-and-run 

piracy or a terrorist sinking of a tanker could not block the 

entire waterway of such chokepoints to halt shipping in the 

Gulf.96 

 

Fifth, U.S. military responses to these contingencies are 

just as feasible from an over-the-horizon presence as they 

are from a forward deployment.  Ideally, the United States 

should deploy its forces so that they “…remain close enough 

to prevent major acts of military aggression, but stay out of 

the daily fray of the region‖s politics.”97 For instance, even 

the best Iranian efforts to close the straits of Hormuz would 

not last particularly long given the U.S. military‖s ability to 

counter such efforts, the weakness of Iranian missile 

capabilities, and the adaptive mechanisms of the 

international economy.98 More importantly, because such 

an effort would also force Iran to absorb such a dramatic 

loss in oil revenue that sustains its undiversified economy, 

Iran would naturally be deterred from taking such an 

action. The only conceivable reason it might be willing to 

sustain these costs is in the face of direct aggression: only if 

it were under direct attack (such as an airstrike) could the 

regime galvanize the nationalist support and mend the 

domestic political rifts to withstand the economic freefall.99  
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Finally, the United States must weigh the stability provided 

by its forward presence in the area against the 

counterbalancing actions and backlash by state and non-

state actors that it induces.100 An over-the-horizon presence 

would maximize the U.S. ability to deal with a contingency 

while minimizing the blowback, insecurity spirals, or 

counterbalancing resulting from forward-deployed ground 

forces. A related concern is that U.S. basing in the Middle 

East is vulnerable to political instability, especially if that 

instability is triggered by the presence of U.S. bases.101 

Recent political unrest in Bahrain, home the U.S. Fifth 

Fleet and the political fragility of neighboring Gulf states 

that host US military forces may indicate that a better 

position for U.S. forces is over the horizon or in less visible 

positions like Diego Garcia.102 The new U.S. Maritime 

Strategic Concept and Naval Operations Concept has begun 

to advance the importance of “global maritime 

partnerships” to ensure freedom of the seas for transport of 

goods and “maneuver space,” interdicting disruptive 

activities, recognizing that a lighter sea-based presence 

reduces backlash and blowback associated with U.S. 

military presence.103 

 

Once one recognizes that the threat to the SLOCS and 

chokepoints is overstated, then the burden shifts from 

maintaining a forward-based military posture to reassuring 

other countries through diplomacy and military-to-military 

programs.104 The best way for the United States to move to 

a security oriented posture in the Indian and Pacific Oceans 

would be to transition to an over-the-horizon presence 

centering on Diego Garcia, Guam, and the second island 

chain. This repositioning would then be paired with greater 

cooperation with the four major maritime powers of the 

future—China, India, Japan, and Russia—to maintain 

freedom of the seas and maritime security.105 

 

 

Towards a “Security of the Commons” 
Approach 
In spite of its many inherent drawbacks, the cost of a 

control of the commons approach was manageable in the 

1990s after the United States emerged victorious from the 

Cold War and enjoyed considerable military and economic 

advantages over other states.  Today, however, the United 

States finds itself in different circumstances.  Indeed, a 

variety of political, economic, and military pressures may 

soon force the United States to make difficult fiscal 

decisions that will affect both U.S. military posture and 

grand strategy. Given these pressures, we argue that a 

security-based approach offers significant advantages over 

the control-based approach because it would 1) offer lower 

direct U.S. economic costs, 2) reduce spirals of insecurity 

that may engender unnecessary conflicts and crises, and 3) 

encourage other states to bear more of the burden of 

providing the public good—openness of the commons—

they benefit from, all without undue risk to the United 

States. 

 

Control versus Security 

At the simplest level, a security of the commons approach 

entails a more limited vision for the U.S. role in the world 

and the management of the commons. More specifically, a 

security of the commons strategy differs from control of the 

commons in a number of respects. First, it measures the 

threat to the commons on the basis of material factors such 

as geography and the offensive capabilities other states or 

actors are able to bring to bear, not on rhetorical bluster or 

the presumed intentions of states by virtue of their system 

of government. Accordingly, it only seeks to counter those 

that pose strategic threats to the commons. Second, it 

recognizes that the United States needs to avoid an 

aggressive, forward deployed military posture in order to 

both minimize the incentive for other states to free-ride and 

prevent the outbreak of spirals of insecurity. As noted 

earlier, this approach understands that the control of the 

commons approach may stoke insecurity in some actors 

while providing others with incentives to under-provide for 

their security. The latter adds to America‖s economic 

burden, and the former creates a self-fulfilling prophecy 

whereby states develop capabilities to challenge U.S. control 

of the commons out of fear that they are vulnerable to 

American action.  
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Third, a security approach does not seek to unilaterally 

control all the commons, knowing that other states—

possessing a profound stake in the stability of the global 

economy—will naturally form coalitions to counter 

emerging threats and keep the commons open. Fourth, 

instead of seeking to “lock-in” U.S. control through a 

dogmatic embrace of fixed international alliances or 

institutions,106 security of the commons emphasizes 

flexibility in the U.S. approach to its relations with other 

states: institutions can be useful as coordination 

mechanisms, but so too are less institutionalized vehicles 

such as the G-8 or G-20, and ad hoc arrangements with 

states that share commons interests with the United 

States.107 Finally, it does not view most non-state actors 

(especially those onshore) as serious threats to the 

commons but instead as disruptions or transaction costs 

requiring management.  

 

Overall, the proposed security strategy should enable the 

United States to husband its resources for addressing 

strategic threats.  In this sense, it would act as a well-

equipped security guarantor of last resort that is able to 

respond and contain strategic challenges if threats to the 

commons emerge. Other states could continue to depend 

on the United States as the sustainer of the balance of 

power because its intervention would decisively lead to 

victory, which would ensure American command of the 

commons.  

 

Because the commons is adaptive, resilient, and can 

tolerate certain levels of stress and disorder, the United 

States can do less without endangering its vital interests. As 

such, a security of the commons approach is well-suited to 

retaining American command of the commons in the face 

of an emerging multi-polar world while lowering the 

economic, military, and political costs the United States 

pays to do so. Based on the analysis above, the United 

States could undertake a series of steps that would move 

from a control of the commons approach to a security of the 

commons framework. 

 

Altering Force Posture 

The first change involves the U.S. force posture—the 

sizing, training, equipping, and deployment of its military. 

Force posture matters because it can signal a state‖s 

offensive or defensive intentions and its readiness to 

pursue given strategic objectives.108 With China‖s rise, a 

number of scholars have advocated hedging against 

potential Chinese aggression by pursuing political 

rapprochement while building up military forces that could 

be used to contain Chinese ambitions.109 In doing so, 

however, the United States must be careful that this mixed 

strategy is not perceived as threatening or seen as the pre-

cursor to outright containment. Otherwise, the approach 

might backfire and create a self-fulfilling prophecy as China 

seeks to break out of U.S. “encirclement.”110 In other words, 

U.S. behavior itself has a significant role to play in 

determining Chinese policy: the more offensive we appear 

to China, the greater the incentive China has to hedge and 

adopt policies that seem to challenge U.S. command. In 

turn, if the United States wants to prevent an outright 

challenge, then it could best do so by moving to a more 

defensive posture in East Asia.  

 

Rather than supporting a mix of air and sea assets that can 

be used just as readily to attack the Chinese mainland or 

deny Chinese access to the commons, the United States 

should instead emphasize defense of its own SLOCs, allies, 

and U.S. bases. This framework places a premium on 

assets optimized for anti-submarine warfare alongside air 

and ballistic missile defense. Conversely, advanced fighter 

aircraft, aircraft carriers, multi-mission guided missile 

destroyers, and littoral combat ships would be reduced and 

withdrawn to the United States—or eliminated outright—to 

clearly mitigate the threat posed by U.S. assets intended to 

defend the commons.111 One can imagine the United States 

adopting this approach by removing the George 

Washington carrier battle group from Japan to the West 

Coast, eliminating U.S. fighters based in Japan and 

foregoing forward deployment of littoral combat ships, and 

instead increasing deployments of naval escorts, attack 
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submarines, maritime patrol aircraft, and air defense 

batteries.  

 

Concurrently, this approach would necessarily accept the 

growth of Chinese naval and air power, a development 

troubling to other analysts. A security-based approach, 

however, would contend the United States can and should 

develop the means to defend against Chinese capabilities, 

provided the U.S foregoes a panoply of options to attack 

them outright.112 This can be done by reducing some 

military assets (e.g., short-range fighter aircraft, ground 

forces) and stationing others—such as carrier battle 

groups—in the continental United States for deployment if 

and when a crisis erupts. If the definition of “command of 

the commons” is the ability to deny other states access to 

the commons if and when circumstances merit, then the 

exceptional military, political, and economic advantages of 

the United States should allow it to do so without 

necessitating a constant offensive presence in hot-spots 

around the world. 

 

Devolving Responsibility to Allies and Regional Powers 

Second, the United States should increasingly rely upon 

regional states sharing its interests to maintain the 

commons. Reducing the U.S. presence in East Asia will 

encourage regional powers such as Japan, China, and South 

Korea to develop the means to protect the commons in 

accordance with their interests; the same applies to South 

Asia and the Indian Ocean. To be clear, this does not mean 

abandoning the U.S. role in protecting the maritime 

commons or in ensuring a balance of power in those 

regions. Rather, by retaining a large military (albeit one 

smaller than today‖s) that acts only when absolutely 

necessary, the United States should be able to signal its 

interest in defending other states‖ ability to access the 

commons. Nor does it mean abandoning American 

command: so long as the United States can decisively 

defeat challengers to the existing order, it has—by 

definition—the ability to command the commons. In effect, 

security of the commons would put the onus on regional 

actors to protect the commons and use the U.S. as a 

“strategic reserve” to respond to challenges that regional 

actors cannot manage on their own. Instead of simply 

engaging allies or democracies in these ventures, the 

United States should thus actively encourage the 

emergence of global and regional “concerts of power.”113  

 

Multilateralism would occupy a prominent place in this 

effort, albeit in a different form than presently construed. It 

is undoubtedly true that the United States has opted for 

multilateral approaches to many of today‖s security 

problems by working through international bodies such as 

the United Nations, and pursuing international agreement 

through mechanisms such as the Law of the Sea Treaty.114 

Often times, however, these instruments simply become 

forums to approve policies the United States would pursue 

unilaterally if all else failed. At other times, multilateral 

approaches depend upon the independent enforcement 

action by interested parties: absent military enforcement by 

powerful states, for instance, treaties such as the Law of the 

Sea would have little meaning.115 Ultimately, 

multilateralism under a security of the commons 

framework would rely as much on coordination among 

smaller groups of states interested in similar courses of 

action as broad, international groupings. For instance, 

China‖s recent aggressive rhetoric and expansive claims 

have been met by 12 Southeast Asian nations pushing back 

on their claims in the South China Sea with some 

embracing internal and external balancing measures to 

signal their seriousness.116  

 

Achieving a true multilateral approach thus requires the 

United States to recognize treaties and institutions are not 

the only means to this end, while accepting that multilateral 

cooperation will sometimes require it to accept other states‖ 

definitions of a desired “end state.” American policymakers 

do not need to fear the consequences of this approach 

because many actors share incentives to maintain the 

openness of the commons and rely upon the United States 

as the security guarantor of last resort.  
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This approach affords the additional benefit of helping to 

clarify the future shape of world politics. That is, while the 

United States has the ability to relax its posture in East and 

South Asia without compromising its security, emerging 

powers including China and India will have the opportunity 

to truly act as “global stakeholders” in maintaining the 

existing order; this is particularly important with regard to 

China given its growing importance throughout the world. 

Should they fail to do so, however, geopolitical and 

counterbalancing pressures would force them to adapt.117 

The United States could readily foster and support such 

coalitions—a privilege afforded it by dint of geography, 

absolute economic strength, and a strong military. 

 

Reducing Onshore Presence  

Another benefit of the security approach comes in that it 

would allow the United States to reduce its troubling 

onshore military presence in many parts of the world, 

particularly in Central Asia and the Middle East. The U.S. 

presence has at times exacerbated rather than stabilized 

conflicts,118 and often generated significant “blowback” as 

local populations come to resent the U.S. presence or 

involvement.119 It has also encouraged regional actors to 

free-ride on American security provisions and incentivized 

other great powers to “soft balance” the United States to 

limit the problems posed by American foreign policy in 

these regions.120 Jostling for influence and presence in 

Central Asia and, to a lesser degree, the Middle East should 

no longer consume Washington‖s focus as these regions 

offer little benefit to command of the commons and unite 

others against the United States.121 

 

Reducing the U.S. footprint in these regions will enable the 

United States to focus its attention on protecting the 

maritime commons through a path that invites cooperation 

rather than competition.122 It will also end free-riding by 

Russia, India, China, and others, and force these countries 

to confront the regional challenges on their doorstep. The 

United States would no longer be called upon as the first 

intervener when problems emerge. Responsibility will 

eventually devolve to these regional powers as they can no 

longer shunt responsibility off to the United States.  

 

As the United States withdraws forces from Iraq and 

Afghanistan, it can also drawdown large clusters of forward 

deployed forces in Japan, South Korea, and Philippines to 

an over-the-horizon presence. This approach might focus 

on retaining bases in Diego Garcia, Guam, and a diverse set 

of islands of Oceania and the Indian Ocean, as well as 

basing rights—without a continuous presence—with 

traditional U.S. allies.123 Moreover, with a security of the 

commons strategy, the United States can avoid costly, 

manpower-intensive deployments for asymmetric war and 

make reductions in active duty forces and defense 

budgets.124 

 

Naval Cooperation in the Indian and the Pacific Oceans 

Rather than focusing on fostering democratic cooperation 

and working with its historic allies, the United States would 

be wise to engage China, and other increasingly influential 

states in cooperative security ventures and multinational 

activities to facilitate geopolitical socialization.125 The onus 

is on the United States to reassure China that the commons 

will remain open should China continue its generally 

benign path by conceding China the space to emerge as a 

great power and regional steward. This cannot be done 

simply with platitudes about shared interests and mutual 

support for international institutions, but requires 

including China in activities such as joint training 

operations and military exercises—some of which China 

should be allowed to lead. 

 

In other words, it should treat China much like India: a 

prospective partner in the quest to maintain the regional 

commons. In the Indian Ocean, the United States acts as a 

convener but not the exclusive leader of multinational 

forces for counterterrorism and counter-piracy. It also 

participates in training activities, often under the aegis of 

other regional actors.126 These examples offer a model for 

cooperation in East Asia and the Pacific Ocean region.127  
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At the same time, the United States should refrain from 

conditioning its cooperation on regime type and embrace a 

more pluralistic approach.  These conditions raise the 

barriers to mutual agreement and suggest the nascent 

formation of a counterbalancing alignment.  As such, they 

may appear hostile and undermine China‖s incentive to 

work with the United States.  

 

Instead, the United States should work to engage powerful 

and increasingly influential regional actors regardless of 

their domestic configuration. Instead of fostering alarm 

over new organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, the United States could accommodate them 

by extending invitations to China, Russia, and others to 

participate in joint naval exercises, or encouraging these 

actors to include the United States as a partner in their 

own. These efforts would offer minimal risk to U.S. 

command of the commons, and could yield large rewards. 

 

Naval Cooperation in the Indian and the Pacific Oceans 

Paul Kennedy observes that the dual threats to United 

States naval mastery and command of the commons are the 

same that undid British power at the turn of the nineteenth 

century—a strain on a military deployed to unending land 

wars abroad, and an economic decline relative to other great 

powers.128 Combined, these factors hinder the U.S. ability 

to pursue control of the commons as readily as in the past, 

even as the diffusion of economic and military power has 

caused the contested zones to expand. Shoring up 

American command of the commons thus requires 

reinvestment at home in the sources of American power—

science, research and development (R&D), education, 

human capital development, and infrastructure. The debate 

over the sources of great power strength has revolved 

around geographical determinism and “industrial power 

and the power of invention and science.”129 While 

inherently possessing the former advantage, the challenge 

for the United States is to generate the latter as the world 

becomes more competitive. With mounting fiscal 

pressures, a security of the commons approach that calls for 

doing less with less is essential to generating savings to 

reinvest in these sources of economic growth and military 

power. 

 

 

Conclusion 
The United States derives tremendous economic, political, 

and military benefits from its command of the global 

maritime commons. For much of the last three decades, it 

has pursued command via a strategy of control, that is, one 

emphasizing efforts to forestall or rapidly resolve potential 

threats to U.S. command predicated upon an exceptionally 

robust and forward-deployed military. This strategy, 

however, is increasingly unsustainable. New centers of 

power and influence are emerging. The quest for control 

has provoked political backlash by state and non-state actors 

alike. Economic and fiscal weaknesses at home are forcing 

the United States to decide between buying and projecting 

military power today or investing in the long-term 

determinants of strength.   

 

Resolving this dilemma requires changing the American 

approach towards commanding the commons. Rather than 

seeking to control the commons through forward presence 

and dissuasion, the United States should instead adopt a 

“security of the commons” strategy. This approach would 

accept the inherent defensibility of the commons and the 

incredible resources the United States can bring to bear to 

deter or defeat clear challenges to the commons once these 

challenges manifest themselves.  Such an approach would 

encourage greater burden sharing by reinforcing the 

economic and political incentives that regional actors, such 

as China, Russia, India, and Japan, have to maintain the 

commons in their present form. The United States would 

simultaneously reduce and change its political and military 

presence in critical regions of the world (notably East and 

South Asia and the Middle East); the goal would be to 

discourage regional actors from free-riding on U.S. security 

largesse and to dampen spirals of insecurity that breed the 

very challenges the United States seeks to avert in the first 

place. The savings from this more modest military force 

posture could then be re-invested in the central pillars of 
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American power—education, infrastructure, research and 

development, and technology. Ultimately, American power 

would be husbanded and reserved for challenges to the 

commons that regional actors alone cannot address and 

which clearly threaten the extant international order.  

 

Command of the commons has served the United States in  

good stead over the decades. But as the world changes and 

new pressures are brought to bear on the American 

economy, the United States must think creatively in order 

to preserve the benefits of the command of the commons 

while reducing the costs and dangers to U.S. national 

security.  The security of the commons approach we have 

laid out in this paper promises to do just that. 
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