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Introduction 
 
For years following the Cold War, the United States was considered the sole superpower and 
the U.S. military was the preeminent fighting force in the world. In the wake of the demise of 
the Soviet Union, U.S. military strategy transitioned from a focus on deterring global conflict 
to one centered on regional contingencies. Accordingly, U.S. military planners designed a 
strategy that called on the United States to prepare to fight two major regional contingencies 
(MRCs) simultaneously.  

This two-MRC construct was embedded in various unclassified U.S. military strategy 
documents and required U.S. forces to be sized and capable of successfully engaging 
adversaries in both Europe and Asia. It required a military that was sufficiently forward 
deployed and equipped with the most modern and sophisticated military technology that 
would ensure a U.S. advantage on the battlefield. This two-war standard became the 
benchmark against which the adequacy of U.S. forces was judged.1 

Over time, the two-war standard was modified and scaled back to focus on irregular 
warfare and defeating one regional adversary while imposing severe costs on another. With 
the re-emergence of sharp great power conflicting interests as outlined in the 2017 National 
Security Strategy of the United States of America and the 2018 National Defense Strategy, the United 
States shifted its conceptual focus from irregular warfare and lesser regional contingencies to 
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threats posed by Russia and China. Subsequently, the 2021 Interim National Security Strategic 
Guidance noted, “Both Beijing and Moscow have invested heavily in efforts meant to check U.S. 
strengths and prevent us from defending our interests and allies around the world.”2 Yet U.S. 
military forces remained ill-prepared to prosecute a two-war scenario, especially one involving 
Sino-Russian collaboration. 

The critical question is whether the U.S. armed forces today have adopted or are postured 
to adopt a revised force-planning construct that prepares for simultaneous regional conflicts 
against nuclear peer adversaries in Europe and the Indo-Pacific. Failing to do so carries 
significant implications for both U.S. adversaries and U.S. allies: It likely encourages 
adversaries to challenge the United States militarily while simultaneously causing allies to 
question the credibility of U.S. security assurances.   

 
A Dangerous Decline? 
 
Any potential conflict with China is likely to rely heavily on U.S. air- and sea-based assets. In 
the 1980s, the Reagan Administration sought a 600-ship Navy. Today, the U.S. Navy has 
shrunk in size to fewer than 300 ships. While individual platforms possess greater capability 
today, the U.S. capacity to deploy forward as part of a deterrence strategy is much less than it 
was four decades ago. Likewise, the Air Force is cutting platforms, raising questions regarding 
the U.S. ability to deter Chinese aggression in the Indo-Pacific. As one Air Force official 
reportedly stated, “By any measure, we have departed the era of conventional overmatch” with 
respect to China. Beijing has “advanced so far and so fast in its air and space power that the 
Air Force’s ability to deter through conventional forces is at risk.”3 This decline in U.S. military 
capabilities has resulted in what has been described as a “brittle force.”4 

In addition to reducing U.S. conventional military power, Washington has repeatedly 
delayed essential nuclear modernization programs. In fact, the current U.S. nuclear 
modernization program is a legacy of the Obama Administration and was proposed at a time 
when the era of great power rivalry was considered a remnant of the past. Indeed, the 2010 
Nuclear Posture Review declared that Russia was no longer an adversary of the United States 
and the risk of a direct U.S.-Russia military confrontation had diminished substantially, noting, 
“The threat of global nuclear war has become remote….”5 Indeed, the 2010 NPR explicitly 
placed highest priority not on deterrence, but on nuclear non-proliferation and limitations on 
nuclear forces. In light of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the multitude of nuclear 
threats it has levied against the United States and the West in the past several years, such 
conclusions appear naïve at best, and the nuclear modernization program of record from the 
earlier optimistic era is now problematic. 

 
A False Choice 
 
The current conflict in Ukraine has exposed severe limitations in U.S. military readiness and 
capabilities, as the U.S. defense industrial base struggles with the demands of supporting 
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Ukraine with sufficient equipment and materiel without negatively affecting U.S. warfighting 
readiness. Moreover, there are those who are calling for the United States to shift scarce defense 
resources away from supporting Ukraine’s fight against Russia and toward confronting China 
in the Indo-Pacific.6 Such calls reflect concern that the United States is ill-prepared to fight a 
two-front war with great powers. The situation is made even more precarious by the emergence 
of a hostile Sino-Russian entente that is threatening key U.S. allies in two different theaters. In 
addition, the United States now finds itself increasingly embroiled in a Middle East conflict 
that is likely to siphon additional military resources away from deterring great power rivals. 

The current situation is a legacy of conscious decisions made by multiple U.S. 
administrations in the aftermath of the Cold War to reduce U.S. military capabilities in 
anticipation of a more benign strategic security environment. This was done without any 
apparent concern for the future assurance of allies in the event that the threat context 
dramatically worsened—which, unfortunately, has been the case. The expectation was that 
China would rise peacefully and that Russia would either be irrelevant to U.S. national security 
concerns or cooperative, i.e., a partner with the West rather than an adversary. As is now 
evident, those predictions did not materialize as expected. The international security 
environment today is arguably more dynamic, more uncertain, and more dangerous than ever 
before. 

The view that the United States can only afford to prioritize defeating a single major 
adversary in one theater of operations carries significant ramifications for extended deterrence 
and assurance of allies. Indeed, it is increasingly unlikely that the United States can engage 
militarily in one regional contingency without eroding deterrence in another region. U.S. allies 
and strategic partners who rely on the United States as the ultimate guarantor of their own 
security surely recognize the increased risk that accompanies a U.S. military that is limited in 
its ability to respond to aggression in multiple theaters simultaneously. 

 
Allied Queasiness Over U.S. Security Guarantees 
 
In light of reduced U.S. military capabilities, concerns about an overextended U.S. presence 
abroad, and an apparent U.S. reluctance to commit military resources to ongoing conflicts in 
other theaters, even a focus on deterring China from attacking Taiwan has not been sufficient 
to quell Taiwanese anxiety over American willingness to come to Taiwan’s defense should 
China seek to move militarily against the island. As one Taiwanese academic noted, “there is 
substantial skepticism” over the U.S. commitment to defend Taiwan in the event of overt 
Chinese aggression.7 Indeed, public opinion polls have highlighted a lack of faith among allied 
publics in U.S. extended deterrence commitments and assurances. When it comes to U.S. 
security guarantees, a recent poll found that only 34 percent of Taiwanese believe the United 
States is a trustworthy country.8 South Korean confidence in U.S. extended deterrence 
assurances is similarly low.9 

Elsewhere in Asia, concerns over the credibility of U.S. security guarantees are growing, 
with both Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK) openly questioning whether they should 
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acquire their own nuclear deterrent. In the ROK, despite the U.S. reiteration of its “ironclad” 
commitment to South Korea’s defense in the 2023 Washington Declaration,10 polling data 
indicates that more than 70 percent of South Koreans support the deployment of nuclear 
weapons on their territory—ether the re-introduction of American nuclear weapons or the 
acquisition of their own.11 In Japan, public debate over acquiring nuclear weapons as a 
deterrent has reached unprecedented levels—a remarkable development for the only country 
to have suffered through two atomic bombings. This is a reflection of these allies’ growing 
threat perceptions and the simultaneous declining confidence in the credibility of U.S. 
extended deterrence.  

In Europe as well, some of America’s traditional key allies are growing more concerned 
about the credibility of U.S. security guarantees. One survey of more than 15,000 respondents 
in 11 European countries found that a majority believe China is on the ascendancy and will 
overtake the United States in relative power over the next ten years. It concluded that Europe 
cannot depend on the United States to defend European security. The survey also exposed a 
belief that Europeans should invest more heavily in their own security and adopt a position of 
neutrality in any conflict involving the United States, China, or Russia.12 As an analysis of the 
survey concluded, “The growing mistrust about Washington’s reliability and power is 
changing the nature of the transatlantic alliance.”13 Moreover, one study conducted by the 
Finnish Institute of International Affairs concluded that the lack of a U.S. two-war strategy 
could lead to opportunistic aggression, noting: “If two major wars occur either simultaneously 
or sequentially, US military capability will be put under great stress. In the event of a second 
war, the US may find itself in a situation of conventional military inferiority, which it might 
have to compensate for with greater reliance on nuclear weapons.”14 

One of the starkest expressions of concern over U.S. reliability was conveyed in a recent 
warning to European powers by two long-time scholars of transatlantic relations: “Recent 
events have shown that the United States will not vigorously and reliably defend you. The 
United States cannot credibly threaten escalation to defend our allies.” Their bottom-line 
summation: “Dear Allies: Do not look to the United States for your defense.”15 

These changes in perceptions, in part, reflect concerns over official U.S. wariness to engage 
directly or indirectly in actions that could lead to escalatory outcomes. That wariness 
corresponds to the U.S. military retrenchment that began years ago with the movement away 
from a two-war strategy and the necessary procurement of military capabilities that could 
effectively execute that strategy.16  

As U.S. military capabilities have declined, allies and strategic partners of the United States 
have become increasingly skeptical of U.S. security guarantees. Consequently, the Biden 
Administration has sought to publicly reassure partners in Europe and Asia of the “ironclad” 
nature of America’s commitment to their security.17 The need for such reassurances suggests 
recognition of a growing uneasiness among allies over the credibility of such guarantees. 
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Addressing the Challenge 
 
The force expansion necessary to implement a two-war strategy will require additional fiscal 
resources beyond those currently budgeted. The resources to implement such a course of action 
will no doubt be sizable. Some in Congress have shown a willingness to go beyond the levels 
of defense spending requested by the Biden Administration. For example, the Senate Armed 
Services Committee and the Senate Appropriations Committee have approved levels of 
defense funding well in excess of the administration’s budget requests.18 And the National 
Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2024, signed into law by President Biden on 
December 22, 2023, also increased the level of defense funding to more than $883 billion, well 
beyond that originally requested by the administration.19  

Despite some positive signs, the results of recent budget negotiations are likely to constrain 
the procurement of the additional forces needed to implement adequately a two-war strategy. 
For example, anticipated reductions in the number of weapons platforms across all the 
Services, including F-35 fighters, nuclear submarines, and other military equipment as a result 
of defense budget caps signed into law by President Biden last year as part of the Fiscal 
Responsibility Act of 2023 will seriously impact any move toward restoring a two-war defense 
capability.20 Indeed, the president’s proposed defense budget for fiscal year 2025 reflects only 
a one percent increase over the previous year—which translates to a real reduction in actual 
defense purchasing power given the rate of inflation.21 As Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin 
stated, the cuts will result in “targeted reductions to programs that will not deliver capability 
to the force until the 2030s….”22 This actual reduction in U.S. defense spending purchasing 
power is likely to preclude implementation of the current strategy, much less a two-war 
strategy.23 

The problems created by caps on U.S. defense spending and the corresponding lack of 
consideration of a two-war strategy are being exacerbated by increasingly aggressive adversary 
threats and closer collaboration between China and Russia. Indeed, the risks of opportunistic 
aggression by Moscow or Beijing, acting unilaterally or in concert, will likely grow without a 
concerted U.S. effort to adopt a more robust deterrence posture. This will also place increasing 
pressures on extended deterrence and assurance.24 

Nevertheless, there is considerable resistance in Washington to reinstating a two-war 
standard. Such a posture would require greater resources and investments by the Services in 
additional military capabilities, a prospect which some find unappealing. As one recent 
assessment has noted, “The [Marine] Corps has consistently maintained that it is a one-war 
force and has no intention of growing to the size needed to fight two wars, and both its annual 
budget requests and its top-level planning documents reflect this position.”25 

Today, the United States remains constrained by the choices it made decades ago. U.S. 
military prowess remains limited by a one-war standard (which, some argue, is really a one-
half-war standard). With few exceptions, allies have not stepped up to take up the slack for 
their own defense. 
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Some have suggested that it is up to America’s allies to shoulder a greater burden of defense 
preparedness and that this should be a prerequisite for any increase in U.S. support to allies or 
strategic partners such as Ukraine that are engaged in their own efforts to counter military 
aggression.26 While the issue of allied “burdensharing” has long been controversial, and greater 
allied defense investments should be encouraged, there is no substitute for American 
leadership. The U.S. inability to demonstrate both a willingness and capability to deter, and if 
necessary defeat, aggression in multiple theaters simultaneously—particularly in the face of a 
growing Sino-Russian entente—risks encouraging the very aggression U.S. defenses are 
intended to deter. 

Eventually, U.S. allies will be compelled to make tough choices: either work with the United 
States to seriously rearm; rearm themselves independently; or conciliate to the Sino-Russian 
entente. Without a demonstrable American commitment to reenable a two-war strategy, the 
last option may be increasingly inevitable for some allies. 

A policy of accommodation or appeasement is unlikely to forestall any aggressive acts by a 
Sino-Russian entente. Some European states have demonstrated the will to increase their own 
defense capabilities in the face of growing Russian assertiveness and aggression. Yet there is 
no substitute for U.S. leadership and power; it falls on the United States, as the leader of NATO 
and the ultimate guarantor of European security, to shoulder much of the burden. Doing so 
undoubtedly entails moving expeditiously toward re-adoption of a two-war strategy and to 
procure the conventional and nuclear capabilities needed to implement that strategy. Only in 
this way will allied confidence in the credibility of U.S. security guarantees increase and the 
efficacy of the U.S. extended deterrent be preserved. 

The need to reconsider a more robust force sizing construct to strengthen deterrence in an 
era of two great power rivals has received strong bipartisan support. Recently, the 
congressionally mandated Strategic Posture Commission concluded that a one-war strategy is 
inadequate and inappropriate to the contemporary military challenges facing the United States. 
It declared that “U.S. and allied conventional military advantages in Asia are decreasing at the 
same time the potential for two simultaneous theater conflicts is increasing.”27  

This structural challenge facing extended deterrence and assurance cannot be solved with 
robust rhetoric from Washington and NATO. The 2022 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) shows 
some recognition of the problem but eliminates “hedging” as a requirement despite the need 
for greater flexibility and adaptability in U.S. force preparedness. However, a renewed two-
MRC standard would help provide a needed hedge against resurgent Russian revanchism, the 
rise of Chinese aggression, and a combination of both. Without such a hedging strategy, the 
risks of aggression, including opportunistic or coordinated aggression, will increase.28 

 
Conclusion 
 
Over the past decade, there have been several calls for a return to a two-war strategy in light 
of contemporary security developments. The prospect of a revanchist China and Russia 
working together or engaging in opportunistic aggression to challenge U.S. national security 
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interests worldwide suggests that the time has come to restore the two-MRC force-sizing 
construct as a means of bolstering deterrence.  

As the congressionally mandated Commission on the National Defense Strategy of the 
United States concluded, “The United States now faces five credible challengers, including two 
major-state competitors, and three distinctly different geographic and operational 
environments. A two-war force sizing construct makes more strategic sense today than at any 
previous point in the post-Cold War era.”29 

Restoring a two-MRC standard will require greater regional power projection capabilities, 
including an expanded U.S. force presence abroad, along with a greater number of more 
flexible, technologically sophisticated, and survivable offensive and defensive military assets 
both in theater and capable of rapid deployment to theater as needed.  

The impact of a less than two-war strategy on extended deterrence and assurance is 
manifestly detrimental to the credibility of U.S. security guarantees to allies and their 
corresponding assurance. The credibility of America’s security guarantees corresponds to the 
capability and willingness of the United States to act on its commitments, and to be seen as 
willing to do so. A failure of U.S. resolve in one region cannot help but raise doubts about U.S. 
steadfastness and resolve among allies and strategic partners elsewhere. The end result is likely 
to be a weakening of trust in the United States and a greater movement by friends and allies 
toward accommodation and appeasement of U.S. adversaries. In the emerging threat 
environment, where the United States faces not one but two nuclear peer adversaries, the U.S. 
ability to project power and make good on its extended deterrence and assurance commitments 
is more critical than ever.30   

 

 
* This Information Series is adapted from a forthcoming National Institute Occasional Paper. 
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