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Defense Primer: Geography, Strategy, and U.S. Force Design

World geographyis an influence on U.S. strategy, whichin
turn helps shapethe design of U.S. military forces.

World Geography and U.S. Strategy
Most ofthe world’s people, res ources, and economic
activity are locatednotin the Western Hemisphere, but in
the otherhemisphere, particularly Eurasia. In response to
this basic feature of world geography, U.S. policymakers
for the last several decades have chosento pursue, as a key
element of U.S. national strategy, a goal of preventingthe
emergence of regional hegemons in Eurasia. This objective
reflects a U.S. perspective on geopolitics and grand strategy
developedby U.S. strategists and policymakers duringand
in the years immediately after World War Il that
incorporates two key judgments:

e thatgiven the amount of people, resources, and
economic activity in Eurasia, a regionalhegemon in
Eurasiawould represent a concentration of power large
enoughto be able to threaten vital U.S. interests; and

e that Eurasiais not dependably self-regulating in terms of
preventing the emergence of regional hegemons,
meaning that the countries of Eurasia cannot be counted
onto be fully able to prevent, though their own choices
and actions, theemergence of regional hegemons, and
may need assistance fromone or more countries outside
Eurasiato be able to do this dependably.

Preventingthe emergence of regional hegemons in Eurasia
is sometimes also referred to as preservingadivision of
power in Eurasia, oras preventing key regions in Eurasia
from coming underthe domination ofasingle power, oras
preventing the emergence ofa spheres-of-influence world,
which could be a consequence of the emergenceofone or
more regionalhegemonsin Eurasia. The Trump
Administration’s December 2017 national security strategy
documentstates thatthe United States “will compete with
all tools of national power to ensure that regions ofthe
world are not dominated by onepower.”

AlthoughU.S. policymakers do not often state explicitly in
public the goal of preventing the emergence of regional
hegemonsin Eurasia, U.S. military operationsin World
Warl and World War Il, as well as numerous U.S. military
wartime and day-to-day operations since World War Il (and
nonmilitary elements of U.S. national strategy since World
War Il), appear to have been carried out in no small part in
support of this goal.

U.S. Strategy and Force Design

The goal of preventing the emergence of regional hegermons
in Eurasia is a major reason whythe U.S. military is
structuredwith force elements that enable it to deploy from
the United States, cross broad expanses of oceanand air

space, andthen conduct sustained, large-scale military
operations uponarrival in Eurasia or the waters and
airspace surrounding Eurasia. Force elements associated
with this objective include, among other things:

e An AirForce with significant numbers of long-range
bombers, long-range surveillance aircraft, and aerial
refueling tankers.

¢ A Navy with significant numbers of aircraft carriers,
nuclear-powered (as opposed to non-nuclear-powered)
attack submarines, large surface combatants, large
amphibious ships, and underway replenishment ships.

¢ Significant numbers of long-range Air Force airlift
aircraft and Military Sealift Command sealift ships for
transporting ground forces personneland their
equipment andsuppliesrapidly over long distances.

Consistent with a goal ofbeing able to conductsustained,
large-scale military operations in Eurasia or the oceans and
airspace surrounding Eurasia, the United States also stations
significant numbers of forces and supplies in forward
locations in Europe, the Persian Gulf, and the Indo-Pacific.

Comparing U.S. Forces to Other
Countries’ Forces

The United States is the only country in the world that
designs its military to departone hemisphere, cross broad
expansesofoceanandairspace, and thenconduct
sustained, large-scale military operations uponarrival in
another hemisphere. The other countries in the Western
Hemisphere do notdesigntheir forces to dothis because
they cannot afford to, and because the United States is, in
effect, doing it for them. Countries in the other hemisphere
do not designtheirforcesto do this for the very basic
reason that they are already in the other hemisphere, and
consequently instead spend their defense money primarily
on forces thatare tailored largely for influencingevents in
theirown local regions of thathemisphere. (Some
countries, suchas Russia, China, the United Kingdom, and
France, have an ability to deploy forces todistant locations,
butonly onamuch smallerscale.)

The fact that the United States designs its military to do
somethingthat other countries donot designtheir forcesto
do can be important to keep in mind when comparing the
U.S. military to the militaries of other nations. Forexample,
the U.S. Navy has 11aircraft carriers while other countries
have no more than one ortwo. Other countries do not need
a significant number of aircraft carriers because, unlike the
United States, theyare notdesigning their forces to cross
broad expanses of ocean and air space and then conduct
sustained, large-scale military aircraft operationsupon
arrival in distant locations.
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As anotherexample, it is sometimes noted, in assessing the
adequacy of U.S. navalforces, that U.S. naval forces are
equalin tonnage to the next several navies combined, and
that most ofthose several navies are the navies of U.S.
allies. Thoseother fleets, however, are mostly of Eurasian
countries, which do notdesigntheir forces to crosstothe
otherside of the world and then conduct sustained, large-
scale military operationsuponarrival in distantlocations.
The fact that the U.S. Navy is much bigger thanallied
navies does notnecessarily provethatU.S. naval forces are
either sufficient or excessive; it simply reflects the differing
and generally more limited needs that U.S. allies have for
navalforces. (It might also reflect an underinvestment by
some ofthose allies to meet eventheir more limited naval
needs.)

Measuring the Sufficiency of U.S. Forces
Countries havediffering needs for military forces. The
United States, as a country located in the Western
Hemisphere with a goal of preventing the emergence of
regionalhegemonsin Eurasia, has defined a need for
military forces thatis quite different fromthe needs of
countriesthat are located in Eurasia. The sufficiency of
U.S. military forces consequently is best assessed not
through comparisonto the militaries of other countries
(somethingthatis done quite frequently), butagainst U.S.
strategic goals, which in turn reflect U.S. policymaker
judgments aboutthe U.S. role in the world.

Strategy Is a Policy Choice, Force Design
Is a Consequence

The fact that U.S. policymakers forthe last several decades
have chosen topursue, as akey element of U.S. national
strategy, agoal of preventing the emergence of regional
hegemonsin Eurasia, does not necessarily mean thatthis
goalwas acorrect one forthe United States to pursue, or
that it would be a correct one for the United States to pursue
in the future. Whether it would be a correct one forthe
United States to pursuein the future would dependon
policymaker views regarding thetwo key judgments
outlined earlier.

The Biden Administrationmay choose to reviewthe
question of whether the United States should continue to
pursue, as a key element of U.S. national strategy, a goal of
preventing the emergence of regional hegemons in Eurasia.
A decision on whetherto continue pursuing such a goal
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would then influence U.S. military force designforthe
future.

January 19,2021, Testimony by Lloyd
Austin

AtalJanuary 19,2021, hearing before the Senate Armed
Services Committee on the nomination of retired General
Lloyd Austinto be Secretary of Defense, Senator Angus
King asked Austin: “Whatdo youbelieve China’s strategic
goals are? Are they lookingto be the dominant world power
or regional hegemon? An economic power? Whatis their—
what are their goals?” Austin replied (emphasis added):
“Yeah, I thinkit’s all of that. They’re already a regional
hegemon and Ithinktheirgoalis to be a dominant world
power.”
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Disclaimer

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan shared staff to
congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at thebehest of and under thedirection of Congress.
Information ina CRS Report should not be relied uponfor purposes other than public understanding of information that has
been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work ofthe
United States Government, are notsubject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be
reproducedand distributed in its entirety without permission fromCRS. However, as a CRS Report may include
copyrighted images or material froma third party, you may needto obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you
wish to copy or otherwise use copyrighted material.
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