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 Thus defense planning must be based on subjective assumptions.  
The important thing is to postulate circumstances that are realistic 
but not imprudently optimistic.  The nation should spend what is 
required on the military, including a margin of safety.  But it should 
not and cannot waste money on its armed forces.  Federal deficits are 
on course to remain over $400 billion and exceed $500 billion a year 
by the decade’s end.  Even if Mr. Bush is successful in halving them 
by then, an unlikely proposition, they are likely to grow quickly 
thereafter.  They will thus remain at the economically unhealthy 
level of nearly 4 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), driving 
down national savings rates and increasing America’s dependence 
on foreign investors to propel its economy.  Longer-term fiscal trends 
are even worse, given the pending retirement of the baby boomers, 
together with rising health care costs.1  The United States cannot 
afford to waste funds on combat formations and weapons that are 
not truly needed.2

 It is easy for defense planners to dwell on the problems, but a great 
deal is good in today’s global security situation.  The United States 
leads a remarkable and historic alliance system.  Never before has 
a great power elicited such support from the world’s other powers 
and provoked so little direct opposition.  These observations remain 
true, if more precariously so, even after the Bush administration’s 
internationally unpopular decision to go to war against Saddam 
Hussein in 2003.  Even powers outside this alliance system―Russia, 
China, India, Indonesia―generally choose to cooperate with the 
United States and its allies on many security issues.  They are 
likely to continue doing so, provided that American military power 
remains credible, and that the U.S.-led alliance system continues to 
be founded (however imperfectly) on common values on which most 
countries agree.  This conclusion can be jeopardized―by a United 
States that seems too unilateralist, or by allies that seem to prefer free 
riding to doing their fair share in international security.  But what 
is most impressive about the western alliance system is how strong 
and durable it has become.
 Some fear American power, and even many Americans think it is 
excessive.  Indeed, it is impressive.  But as Barry Posen convincingly 
argues, the United States is far from omnipotent.  Past historical eras 
such as those during which the European colonial powers could easily 
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