
Politics can make
strange bedfellows, even in debates about U.S. grand strategy. In late 2002 and
early 2003, the approaching invasion of Iraq elicited opposition from realists,
progressives, and conservatives. Academic realists argued that Saddam
Hussein could be contained and thus war was unnecessary.1 In Washington,
dissenting voices on the left and right agreed that Iraq did not pose an urgent
enough threat to justify the potentially high costs of an invasion and pro-
longed occupation.2 Those who opposed the Iraq War also began to question
other elements of the war on terrorism, such as the expanded nation-building
mission in Afghanistan. They came to advocate for ending what they later
termed “endless wars.”3 Over time, that position coalesced into a larger cri-
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tique of prevailing U.S. grand strategy—one that highlighted damaged re-
lations with other major powers, unhealthy alliance dynamics, failed military
interventions, and dysfunction at home—and an alternative set of proposals
that came to be known as restraint.4 More than twenty years on, what are the
ideas that underpin the restraint position? What impact will these ideas have
on the direction of U.S. grand strategy going forward?5

We ªnd that restraint is a big tent, which is a double-edged sword for its
inºuence on U.S. grand strategy. On the one hand, there are multiple path-
ways to a grand strategy of restraint, rooted in realist, conservative, and pro-
gressive principles. So, under certain domestic and international conditions, a
broad coalition in favor of restraint could emerge. On the other hand, the fact
that restraint is a big tent means there are competing visions within it, making
it difªcult for restrainers to coalesce around common arguments and a shared
set of policies.6 Most notably, we argue that deep and growing differences on
China will complicate the restraint camp’s ability to provide a clear alternative
to prevailing U.S. strategy in East Asia. Still, most restrainers will likely remain
united around calls for U.S. retrenchment from Europe and the Middle East.
Even if restraint remains a minority position, a better understanding of its
logics is valuable for considering its impact on future U.S. policy choices.

The next section situates restraint within the broader debate about U.S.
grand strategy. We then discuss our approach to developing a typology of
restraint. We present the competing visions of restraint, discussing realist, con-
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servative, and progressive versions in turn. We then chart how changes in the
strategic landscape—including Russian aggression and China’s growing
power—are reshaping areas of agreement and disagreement among restrain-
ers. Finally, we conclude by discussing how restraint might inºuence the fu-
ture direction of U.S. grand strategy.

Restraint in the Grand Strategy Debate

Restrainers’ numbers in academia and inºuence in Washington were limited
for many years. Writing in the mid-1990s, Barry Posen and Andrew Ross cap-
tured the grand strategy debate that followed the end of the Cold War, identi-
fying four distinct schools of thought: neo-isolationism, selective engagement,
cooperative security, and primacy. Their article describes neo-isolationism as
“the least ambitious, and, at least among foreign policy professionals, probably
the least popular grand strategy option.”7 Tellingly, Posen and Ross described
prevailing U.S. grand strategy in the Bill Clinton administration as “selective
(but cooperative) primacy,” a hybrid strategy that rejected neo-isolationism
while drawing on elements of the other three grand strategic positions.8 In the
years that followed, the war on terrorism reºected the triumph of a more mus-
cular version of primacy in Washington.

Restrainers’ voices in the grand strategy debate have strengthened since
then, increasing the value of understanding their ideas and how they might
contribute to future U.S. policy choices. From the four options that Posen and
Ross identiªed in the mid-1990s, the grand strategy debate coalesced into two
poles amid the Iraq War: deep engagement and restraint.9 Deep engagement
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calls for the United States to remain a security leader in three key regions (East
Asia, Europe, and the Middle East) through commitments to allies and part-
ners, a role made credible by its forward military presence. Beyond this core
set of prescriptions, there are deep divisions among “deep engagers,”10 includ-
ing about how ambitious U.S. aims should be and what role liberalism and
multilateralism should play in U.S. foreign policy.11 The restraint camp in-
cludes the neo-isolationists that Posen and Ross discuss as well as a much
larger group calling for less dramatic reductions in U.S. military involvement
across the globe.

Concerns about U.S. overreach in the war on terrorism reenergized the
grand strategy debate within academia and made more scholars sympathetic
to restraint.12 More recently, interest in restraint has grown in the public
sphere. Restrainers’ calls to end the endless wars in the Middle East gained
support on both sides of the aisle.13 Elected in 2016, President Donald Trump
did not adopt a grand strategy of restraint,14 but he did voice restrainers’ con-
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cerns about alliances and adopt some policies that restrainers applauded, such
as negotiating a U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan.15 Since then, Republicans
have adopted a platform that includes calls for a stronger military as well as
restraint-friendly themes, such as using force “sparingly” and promoting al-
lies’ burden sharing.16 Although restraint remains a minority view, the shift in
the distribution of power away from the United States and the costs and risks
associated with intensiªed great power competition could draw more sup-
porters to the restraint position and produce a shift in U.S. grand strategy in
the future.17

Developing a Typology of Restraint

Given its growing relevance, we offer a typology of restraint focused on re-
strainers’ underlying ideas, doing for restraint what Posen and Ross did for
the grand strategy debate more generally. Restraint, as we describe it in this
article, is a big tent comprised of groups with different intellectual back-
grounds that nonetheless share a commitment to several grand strategic pre-
scriptions.18 Our typology aims to bring order to the complex landscape of
restraint so that analysts, policymakers, and the public can better engage with
and critique its ideas and evaluate its trade-offs. Understanding the ideas that
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motivate restrainers is also the ªrst step toward predicting how their policy
positions and inºuence may change as international conditions evolve.

We identify restrainers on the basis of their grand strategic prescriptions and
then examine the ideas that motivate these positions.19 We consider analysts to
be restrainers if they call for substantially reducing U.S. military engagement
in at least one of the key regions of East Asia, Europe, or the Middle East. Re-
ducing military engagement includes attempting to address or resolve con-
ºicts of interest with U.S. rivals; rebalancing, downgrading, or ending U.S.
alliances and security partnerships; downsizing the U.S. forward military
presence; and setting a high threshold for the use of force. In other words, re-
strainers oppose deep engagement in at least one region that deep engagers
consider crucial to U.S. security. Restrainers, in our deªnition, argue that
the United States should be, at most, the security provider of last resort in
one or more of these regions. Given this broad deªnition, we include those
who promote restraint in one region even if they prescribe deep engagement
in another.

Next, we examined restrainers’ writings and conducted interviews to deter-
mine their motivating beliefs and group them into categories. We interviewed
sixteen restrainers from June 2022 to June 2023 (thirteen from think tanks and
three from academe). We limited our search to think tank analysts and aca-
demics because they more explicitly and consistently connect their underlying
beliefs to their foreign policy preferences. We excluded politicians and activists
from our analysis.

For each group, we describe its deªnition of U.S. interests and threats to
those interests, as well as its beliefs about international politics and the policies
that are best suited for responding to those threats. We identify the ideas that
unite each group as well as the disagreements among its members. As with
any typology, individual analysts may not perfectly align with the ideal type
categories that we construct.

The ideas that have brought people to restraint since the early 2000s may
lead them to different policy prescriptions as conditions change. We therefore
consider restrainers’ views on contemporary security issues, such as Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, China’s rise, and the defense of Taiwan. If ana-
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lysts have not written on these issues, we proceed deductively, applying the
motivating ideas described in the typology to predict the preferences of
the group on a speciªc policy issue.

Our core ªnding is that there are competing visions of restraint: multiple
pathways have converged on restraint’s broadest prescriptions in recent
decades, even as important policy differences remain.20 In brief, realist re-
strainers argue that deep engagement has been counterproductive as states
balance against perceived threats from U.S. military presence, security rela-
tionships, and uses of force. Conservative restrainers oppose deep engagement
because they think that it undermines their deªnition of the American way of
life. Progressive restrainers believe that deep engagement perpetuates injustice
and uses military tools for problems that require alternative solutions (see
table 1).

Each group also has other concerns that can, under some conditions,
push them toward deep engagement: realist restrainers worry about main-
taining the balance of power; conservative restrainers are concerned about
other powers’ ability to inºuence the American way of life; and progressive re-
strainers support solidarity with other democracies. Subgroups of realists,
conservatives, and progressives assign different weights to these compet-
ing considerations, leading to important policy differences that we detail in
this article. Only the realist restrainers explicitly root their arguments in a the-
ory of international politics. The other two groups start from theories of poli-
tics in general, which in turn inºuence how they view international relations.
What unites all these groups, despite their differences, is a current preference
for restraint over deep engagement.

The changing strategic and domestic landscapes may have countervailing
effects on restraint’s potential inºuence on policy going forward. On the one
hand, international and domestic developments could increase interest in re-
straint. For example, if great power competition threatens to escalate to
major war between nuclear-armed powers—exactly the outcome restrainers
seek to prevent—restrainers’ calls for a less militarized approach toward ri-
vals and greater reliance on diplomacy could become more persuasive to
policymakers and the public. Moreover, the decline in U.S. relative power,
ªscal pressures, and domestic challenges could make it difªcult to sus-
tain the military advantages and commitments deep engagement de-
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Table 1. Types of Restraint

Realist Conservative Progressive

Underlying
beliefs

• balance of threat
realism

• classical liberalism
(minimal role for
government)

• nationalism

• progressivism

Deªnition of
U.S.
interests

• maintaining U.S. secu-
rity and sovereignty
(protecting homeland
and territory)

• ensuring U.S. politics
remain free from for-
eign interference

• preserving the
American way of
life

• democracy
• human rights

protections
• greater economic

equality
• environmental

sustainability

Core beliefs
about inter-
national
politics

• states balance against
threats

• rivals are provoked by
U.S. military engage-
ment abroad

• allies tend to free ride
• alliances or partnerships

are sometimes danger-
ous (i.e., entanglement,
risks associated with ex-
tended nuclear
deterrence)

• U.S. overseas com-
mitments and for-
eign powers can
undermine U.S. sov-
ereignty, liberty, and
American way
of life

• social engineering
abroad is ineffective
and costly

• alliances distract
from the national
interest

• domestic and inter-
national develop-
ments are deeply
interdependent

• United States must
balance its own se-
curity with the need
for social justice
worldwide

Core
critique of
deep
engagement

• pursuing primacy is
self-defeating because
other states respond by
balancing

• threatens the
American way of
life

• fails to put U.S.
interests ªrst

• uses military tools
even when the most
urgent threats (e.g.,
climate change and
inequality) do not
have military
solutions

Primary
external
threats to
U.S.
interests

• regional hegemon in
East Asia, Europe, or
Middle East

• powerful states that
can threaten the
American way of
life

• powerful authoritar-
ian states

• economic inequality
• climate change

Internal
debates

• how dangerous the rise
of another regional he-
gemon would be

• conditions under which
United States should
counter China’s
inºuence in East Asia

• willingness to defend
Taiwan

• how to deªne the
American way of
life

• when the United
States should bal-
ance against a he-
gemonic threat

• trade-offs associated
with tools for com-
batting
authoritarianism

• when to use the mil-
itary (i.e., to defend
U.S. allies, or only to
defend the United
States)

• balancing desire to
stand in solidarity
with Ukraine and
detrimental effects
from militarized U.S.
policies

Subgroups • more hawkish and
dovish realists

• classical liberals (in-
cluding libertarians)

• conservative
nationalists

• progressive
pragmatists

• anti-hegemonists



mands. The big tent of restraint offers multiple entry points—stemming from
realist, conservative, and progressive principles—for those who seek alterna-
tives to deep engagement.

Yet there are also pressures to move away from restraint, including Russian
aggression and China’s rise. For example, realist restrainers such as John
Mearsheimer have already concluded that the time to balance aggressively
against an increasingly powerful China is now.21 Conservative restrainers may
become less committed to restraint in East Asia as China’s power grows. As
they view it, a more powerful China could increase its ability to inºuence the
American way of life. Progressive restrainers seek to balance their desire to co-
operate with China on vital issues like climate change and their opposition to
authoritarianism and the threat it poses to democracies in the region. The dif-
ªculties that restrainers have in developing a common China policy are em-
blematic of a broader problem: Any position animated by competing visions
will struggle to provide a clear alternative to prevailing U.S. grand strategy.

Restrainers’ ability to unite behind a single set of policy preferences, or their
inability to do so, is only one determinant of their overall inºuence. U.S. ªscal
constraints, domestic politics, and changes in the strategic landscape inºuence
the size and effectiveness of any coalition for grand strategic change. Still, our
analysis of restraint’s internal debates suggests that restrainers largely agree
that the United States should retrench from Europe and the Middle East. This
unity could mean restrainers gain greater political impact on future policy in
these regions than in East Asia, about which they are more divided.22

The Realist Vision of Restraint

Grounded in balance of threat theory, realist restrainers developed some of the
most in-depth critiques of post–Cold War grand strategy, parts of which other
restrainers now draw on.23 Their primary argument is that deep engagement is
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self-defeating because other states, threatened by U.S. forward military pres-
ence, alliances, and the frequent use of force, balance against the United States.
A distribution of power that is shifting away from the United States makes
pursuing a strategy of deep engagement in multiple regions even more unsus-
tainable.24 Like all three groups we examine, realist restrainers have internal
disagreements. They differ on how dangerous the rise of another hegemon
would be for U.S. interests. Likewise, they disagree about the trade-offs associ-
ated with maintaining a strategy of deep engagement in Asia.

Not all realists are restrainers. Some advocates of deep engagement draw
on another realist logic, hegemonic stability theory, which holds that strong
states promote stability by enforcing rules, providing public goods like
security, and promoting collective action on shared challenges like respond-
ing to aggression.25 Hereafter, we use the term “realist” to refer only to real-
ist restrainers.

realists’ beliefs about international politics

Realists hold a narrow view of vital U.S. interests, which they deªne as the se-
curity and sovereignty of the United States: maintaining territorial integrity,
preventing attacks on the U.S. homeland and territories, and limiting foreign
interference in U.S. domestic politics.26 Some realists add maintaining the
United States’ prosperity27 or position as the world’s top military power to
the list of vital interests.28

Realists believe that geography, nuclear deterrence, as well as the size, diver-
sity, and dynamism of the U.S. economy insulate the United States from most
threats. In their view, the countries that border the United States are relatively
weak militarily, and two vast oceans make it difªcult for a state in another re-
gion to project signiªcant power into North America. If another power tries
to disrupt U.S. trade in other regions, the United States can easily adapt be-
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cause it has a large and diverse economy and major economic partners in its
own region.29

Given the United States’ strategic setting, realists believe that U.S. vital inter-
ests would be threatened by the rise of a regional hegemon in only one of three
core regions: East Asia, Europe, or the Middle East. A regional hegemon can
dominate its region militarily and economically, as the United States does in
the Western Hemisphere. Such a state is especially dangerous if, having sub-
dued its own region, it can aggregate the resources to project power globally
without having to worry about local threats.30 Realists disagree about just how
large a threat a regional hegemon would pose and therefore how aggressively
the United States should balance against any that begin to emerge.

Realists assume that states base their threat assessments primarily on other
states’ relative power, geography, and behavior.31 These restrainers argue that
the combination of U.S. power and foreign policy choices, such as the frequent
use of force, alliance enlargement, and sizable forward military presence, make
U.S. rivals insecure and sometimes aggressive. As Stephen Walt puts it, “Re-
lentless efforts to enhance one’s power at the expense of others are usually
self-defeating, because other states will eventually join forces to check a pow-
erful state and contain its ambitions. A corollary to this principle is that threat-
ening a great power’s vital interests—especially near its home territory—is
bound to provoke a harsh reaction.”32 Insecurity leads U.S. rivals to spend
more on defense and cooperate with one another to balance against the United
States. These dynamics can increase the risk of war.33 For example, realists ar-
gue that North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) enlargement contributed
to Russia’s insecurity and decision to seize Crimea in 2014 and launch a full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, in part to forestall Ukraine’s entry into
NATO. Realists also believe that U.S. military engagement and use of force
globally has contributed to the deepening relationship between China
and Russia.34
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Beliefs about balancing also shape realists’ views of alliance dynamics. Real-
ists believe that states have incentives to preserve their power. In the face of
threats, therefore, they prefer to engage in buck-passing, or letting other states
expend their resources balancing against a shared threat. In this view, allies
will take a free ride from powerful patrons like the United States when they
can. Yet nationalism leads states to ªercely resist coercion and conquest, so
states balance when necessary to counter powerful aggressors.35 Realists be-
lieve that the motivation to balance is so strong even rivals will usually
vercome their differences to work together to prevent the emergence of a re-
gional hegemon. These strategists acknowledge that the United States may
need to intervene when local powers are collectively too weak to counter a
powerful aggressor, as in Europe during World War I, World War II, and the
Cold War.36

In addition to viewing many alliances and partnerships as unnecessary, real-
ists think that these relationships can be dangerous. In this view, alliances and
partnerships create the risk of entanglement, whereby a security relationship
draws a state into a conºict that is not a threat to its own interests. For exam-
ple, a state might ªght to protect its reputation for defending allies, or it might
ªght because the state begins to treat an ally’s interests as its own.37

Realists are attentive to the ways nuclear weapons shape international poli-
tics. They believe that a state with a secure second-strike capability can reliably
deter large-scale conventional attacks on its homeland. At the same time, real-
ists are profoundly concerned about the risks of nuclear escalation in conºicts
between nuclear-armed states. They believe that such risks are only worth-
while to protect vital interests. These thinkers argue that extended nuclear de-
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terrence is dangerous. To signal a strong willingness to use nuclear weapons to
defend an ally, states adopt policies (e.g., forward basing of nuclear weapons
in allied countries) that increase security competition and the risk of nuclear
use. Realists believe that threats of nuclear use to defend the homeland are in-
herently credible, so some support wealthy U.S. security partners developing
their own safe and secure nuclear forces.38

Realists believe that a state’s economy is the long-term basis of its military
power. They also argue that diverting too many resources to defense instead of
to programs that support long-term domestic economic growth (e.g., infra-
structure, education) can harm a state’s economy. Therefore, realists pay atten-
tion to limited resources, reinforcing their argument that the United States
should use military power only to advance a narrow set of vital interests.39

key threats and policy responses

Realists do not see a near-term prospect of a regional hegemon emerging in
Europe or the Middle East. Realists have called for the United States to use di-
plomacy to settle conºicts of interest with Iran and Russia.40 They believe that
local powers can effectively balance against both countries and would have
more incentive to do so if the United States were to draw back militarily from
these regions.41

Realists agree that China is the only potential regional hegemon the United
States faces.42 They prefer to let local powers take the lead in balancing against
potential regional hegemons for as long as possible but are acutely aware of
impediments to balancing and the difªculty of precisely assessing the distribu-
tion of power.43 Therefore, most of these realists prefer containing China in
East Asia before it can project signiªcant power into the Western Hemisphere
or represent an imminent threat to the U.S. homeland.44
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Realists disagree on the conditions under which the United States should
take steps to reduce China’s inºuence in East Asia.45 At one extreme, some be-
lieve that the United States could tolerate China’s domination of its region as
long as the United States sustained a secure second-strike capability and suf-
ªcient conventional capabilities to defend the homeland.46 On the other ex-
treme are realists who favor sustaining the current policy of containing China
now, including by preparing to intervene militarily to defend Taiwan and
strengthening existing alliances.47 Most realists are between these extremes,
believing that the United States should retrench to some extent but maintain
the military capability to prevent China from coercing Japan or dominating
waterways beyond its immediate periphery. Given the costs of great power
war, the risk of nuclear escalation, and limited U.S. interests, this subset of re-
alists is unwilling to use force to defend Taiwan or sustain U.S. access to areas
on China’s periphery, such as the South China Sea. These restrainers seek to
shift more responsibility to U.S. allies but generally do not call for eliminating
U.S. alliances or forward presence in East Asia.48

The Conservative Vision of Restraint

Unlike their realist counterparts, conservative restrainers’ main concerns are
domestic rather than international. For some conservatives, external threats
loom large and justify a strategy of deep engagement.49 Conservative restrain-
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ers, in contrast, view traditional U.S. grand strategy itself as the larger threat.
In their view, deep engagement undermines the American way of life.

Two strands of thought that animate and sometimes divide the conservative
movement—classical liberalism and nationalism—underlie calls for restraint.
Conservative restrainers are often motivated by a mix of these ideas. For sim-
plicity, we talk about two ideal type groups. Classical liberals’ overriding con-
cerns are that deep engagement reinforces the “garrison state,” a powerful,
unaccountable executive branch that threatens individual liberty and republi-
canism and disregards the limits of U.S. power.50 Nationalists, drawing on
principles of traditionalism and communitarianism, are more concerned with
how deep engagement inºuences American society and traditions.

classical liberals’ beliefs about international politics

Classical liberals want to preserve the key tenets of the American way of life,
which they deªne as liberty and republicanism at home. In other words, they
are “negative liberals” who possess an anti-statist orientation, are hostile to
centralized power, and advocate a minimal role for government.51 Negative
liberals, as Brendan Rittenhouse Green argues, “perceive a fundamental trade-
off between commitments abroad and liberty at home.”52 Most problematic is
war itself.53 In the words of John Glaser, “War and government power are inti-
mately connected. . . . During times of war, the state centralizes power, raises
taxes, proliferates bureaucracies, violates civil liberties, and usurps more
control over the economy.”54 Like realists, classical liberals believe that the
more the United States makes commitments abroad, the more wars it will
be entangled in.55 Although classical liberals view war as the biggest threat to
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liberty, they believe that deep engagement requires states to manage and
respond to threats stemming from far-ºung commitments. This can lead the
government to take steps that endanger liberty, even in peacetime. Conse-
quently, they view deep engagement as problematic even when it does not
lead to war.56 In this respect, classical liberals explicitly link their arguments to
those of the founders, who warned about the association between alliances,
war, and an overly strong state.57

Classical liberals believe that deep engagement also threatens key elements
of republicanism: public participation, keeping decision-making as local as
possible, and constitutional checks and balances.58 In the classical liberal view,
deep engagement has given rise to an unaccountable executive; the American
people and their representatives are unable to monitor or inºuence a large and
active bureaucracy that is managing events across the globe. The military,
in particular, has an outsized role in U.S. politics. Moreover, alliances and in-
volvement in less accountable international institutions move decision-making
even further away from the local level. The founders’ attempt to constrain a
warlike executive branch is a failed project according to the classical liberal
perspective. Classical liberals view U.S. governance as heavily skewed toward
executive power, evidenced by Congress ceding its authority to declare war.59

Apart from their fears of a garrison state, classical liberals are skeptical of
utopian ambitions.60 Just as they are leery of social engineering at home, classi-
cal liberals are doubtful of the United States’ ability to shape events in other
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parts of the world. As Stephen Kinzer puts it, “Conservatives do not believe
that any country can solve the world’s problems or is called to do so.”61 Classi-
cal liberals are especially opposed to nation-building. Every country has its
own history and culture, they argue, which makes it difªcult for the United
States to impose solutions beyond its own borders. Indeed, the law of unin-
tended consequences reigns, and attempts at social engineering produce more
harm than good. This is why, according to Jerry Hendrix, “conservatives do
not seek to actively impose their ideas upon other nations.”62 Instead, classical
liberals want the United States to become an exemplar of democracy, working
to strengthen its own country rather than going abroad “in search of monsters
to destroy,” as John Quincy Adams put it.63

Consistent with their desire to reign in foreign commitments, classical
liberals deªne the national interest narrowly. Speciªcally, they argue that
the United States should prioritize protecting the physical security of the
homeland and the American way of life.64 Classical liberals tend to sup-
port free trade (with some national security exceptions). Among libertari-
ans, a subset of classical liberals, the view that capitalism and peace go
together reinforces their traditional commitment to free trade and wariness
of mercantilism.65

Although classical liberalism motivates this group’s desire for a restrained
grand strategy, realism provides the intellectual architecture for many of the
arguments they invoke on foreign policy.66 First, both groups start from
the premise that favorable geography and power advantages insulate the
United States from external threats. They expect other states to balance against
potential hegemons, and they generally believe that conquest no longer pays.
For these reasons, the United States does not need to do much to ensure its se-
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curity.67 Second, these groups agree that, in theory, another hegemon could
pose a sizable enough threat to the United States to warrant a balancing re-
sponse. Third, there are differences within each group about when the United
States should step in and balance against a hegemonic threat, as we discuss
in the next section. Fourth, both groups view the international system as
competitive and believe that the United States needs a capable military to
protect itself.68 As W. James Antle puts it, “Conservatives are not paciªsts.”69

This belief stems from their view that human nature is “unchanging” and peo-
ple are fated to be “warring, competitive and wanting.”70 Even so, libertari-
ans tend to be more optimistic than realists and other conservatives
about states’ ability to overcome competition, such as through deepening eco-
nomic interdependence.71

Although classical liberals favor maintaining a capable military, albeit a
smaller one than deep engagement requires, they prefer the United States be
more restrained in its use of military power. Generally, they privilege diplo-
macy, commerce, and cooperation over the use of force.72 Classical liberals are
especially opposed to “protracted . . . war[s] of choice,” such as Afghanistan
and Iraq.73 They believe that the United States should intervene militarily only
in the rare cases when vital security interests are at stake. Such missions
should occur as a last resort and be backed by a national consensus and obtain-
able military objectives.74

In the post–Cold War period, classical liberals have been among the most
committed restrainers.75 With the United States secure and the international
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environment relatively benign, they argue that privileging military power so
heavily in U.S. grand strategy creates more problems than it solves.76

nationalists’ beliefs about international politics

Nationalists, as Colin Dueck explains, “focus on preserving and promoting
(the United States’) interests, rights, values, security, traditions, and way of
life, believing that it is entirely legitimate to do so.”77 Deep engagement, they
argue, has produced a cosmopolitan foreign policy elite that is oriented toward
global problems rather than national interests.78 Prominent again in the public
sphere, nationalists invoke ideas that “paleoconservatives” such as Patrick
Buchanan espoused in the 1990s.79

Nationalists and classical liberals have much in common. Both groups privi-
lege the national interest, believing that the United States has a limited ability
to shape events abroad and deep engagement threatens the American way
of life. But these two groups diverge in a few important areas relevant to
grand strategy.

First, classical liberals mistrust nationalism because it is associated with
militarism and a strong state.80 Second, and more fundamentally, nationalists
differ from classical liberals in describing the American way of life they are
trying to protect. Nationalists are less animated by concerns about individual
liberty and republicanism. Instead, they view deep engagement as a threat to
traditional American culture and society. Indeed, some nationalists are argu-
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ably anti-liberal, prioritizing the “common good” of the group (e.g., family,
community, and nation) over the individual.81 Traditionalist and communi-
tarian impulses lead these conservatives to worry about how deep engage-
ment’s globalism affects U.S. society. For example, nationalists believe that
unfettered economic globalization has fueled economic inequality and, there-
fore, political divisiveness at home. This group also worries that economic re-
lationships create a pathway for foreign inºuence in the United States. In
addition, nationalists view U.S. openness to immigration as a threat to Ameri-
can culture. They thus call for greater protectionism, whereas classical liberals
generally support free trade.

Nationalists have yet to articulate their views on grand strategy in the de-
tailed way that classical liberals have. That said, the increasing prominence
of nationalist ideas among conservatives could complicate the relationship
between conservatism and restraint going forward. Nationalists do seem to be
restrainers in that they are leery of the commitments and entanglements that
characterize deep engagement. But they are also hard-liners, to use Dueck’s
terminology. In his words, “the basic hardline instinct is to maintain very
strong defenses, punish severely any direct threat to U.S. citizens, refuse inter-
national accommodations, and otherwise remain detached from multilateral
commitments.”82 Which of these instincts will prove to be more inºuen-
tial among nationalists will probably depend on U.S. domestic politics and
changes in the strategic landscape.

key threats and policy responses

Like their realist counterparts, conservatives tend to be alliance skeptics. They
regularly echo realist complaints that allies get a free ride from U.S. security
guarantees and alliances risk entangling the United States in conºicts that are
not in its national interest.83 Some would like the United States to avoid per-
manent alliances entirely.84 Others support a reduced U.S. role within existing
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alliances.85 Conservatives can afford to be alliance skeptics because, in their
view, there is no hegemonic threat on the horizon—certainly not one in Europe
or the Middle East.

Mirroring divisions in the realist camp, conservatives have a range of views
about what U.S. policy toward China should be. Many conservatives believe
that formidable obstacles (e.g., local balancing, the difªculty of projecting
power) hinder China’s prospects for attaining regional hegemony.86 Even if it
could overcome these obstacles, China would pose more of an economic threat
than a military one. Although it is unlikely China could seriously threaten
the U.S. homeland, it could undermine U.S. prosperity. These conservatives
might accept the United States joining a balancing coalition led by local pow-
ers, but because the threat is limited, they would want it to adopt an offshore
posture to minimize the risk of direct involvement in any war.87 Given that
China is not a major threat to the United States, these conservatives fear
that current U.S. policies, such as deepening alliances and partnerships and a
building up of conventional weapons in the region, are unnecessary and fuel
unnecessary competition.88 Diplomatically, coexistence is the ultimate goal;
they prefer the United States make a greater effort to acknowledge China’s
vital interests, most importantly when it comes to Taiwan.89 Yet some conser-
vatives are more uneasy about the prospect of China dominating its region,
which they fear would allow it to project power into the Americas. These con-
servatives are thus willing to balance against China sooner than others in the
group, but they too want U.S. policy to be less confrontational than it is now.90

There are, however, conservatives who support current U.S. policy or some-
thing even more hard-line.91
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The Progressive Vision of Restraint

The political left in the United States holds a range of views on foreign policy.
Here we focus on progressives who call for the United States to have a less mil-
itarized approach to the world. This group is united by a belief that develop-
ments at home and abroad are highly interdependent, a view shared by
advocates of deep engagement. Yet progressives depart from deep engagers on
methods: Restrainers on the left believe that deep engagement makes the
United States excessively militarized. U.S. policymakers, in this view, often use
the military to solve problems that do not have a military solution.

Like conservatives and realists, progressives have internal differences on
policy. Most notably, they disagree about how to weigh their desire to stand in
solidarity with other democracies and their concerns about the damage done
by using military tools to do so.

progressives’ beliefs about international politics

Progressives start with a more expansive set of interests than other restrain-
ers. Progressivism maintains that the tools of the state should be wielded to
improve social and economic opportunity for all.92 Therefore, as Van Jackson
describes it, progressives seek the “pursuit of a more just world.”93 In addition
to securing the U.S. homeland and territories and U.S. domestic autonomy,
progressives believe that democracy, human rights protections, greater eco-
nomic equality, and environmental sustainability globally are all vital U.S. in-
terests (though they disagree about how to prioritize these interests).94

Progressives base their view of U.S. interests on principle—justice should not
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end at the U.S. border—and on the belief that developments abroad and condi-
tions at home are interdependent.95 In the words of Kate Kizer, U.S. security
“is dependent on the security of others” because instability abroad threatens to
reach the homeland.96

Progressives also assess threats differently than other restrainers. Progres-
sives acknowledge that geography and relative military power make the
United States safe from conventional attacks by a foreign power.97 Yet they be-
lieve that there are many transnational threats. In this view, ideas cross na-
tional boundaries easily, so far-right ideologies endemic in authoritarian states
can easily spread to the United States.98 Authoritarian states violate human
rights, invoke ethnonationalist ideas, and exacerbate economic inequality as
they attempt to stay in power.99 Aggrieved populations and unstable institu-
tions in turn increase the likelihood of civil conºict that can spill over borders.
Moreover, authoritarian states coerce democratic states, resort to force when
coercion fails, and interfere in democratic elections.100 Progressives therefore
believe that authoritarian states increase the likelihood of conºict both within
and between countries and directly threaten U.S. democratic institutions.101

For progressives, threats stemming from authoritarianism, economic in-
equality, and climate change are particularly pernicious because they are inter-
related. For example, inequality between the Global North and the Global
South undermines the trust needed for collective action on problems like cli-
mate change.102 Progressives also view inequality and authoritarianism as
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linked; authoritarianism is only stable in an unequal society where a small
number of elites control and manage resources.103 Moreover, authoritarian
inºuence in global economic institutions exacerbates inequality in both au-
thoritarian states and internationally.104

Although progressives have expansive goals, they do not endorse using mil-
itary tools to achieve them.105 First, progressives do not believe that the most
urgent threats facing the United States (e.g., climate change, economic inequal-
ity, and the rise of authoritarianism) have military solutions.106 Second, pro-
gressives believe that deep engagement diverts resources to the military that
should instead be used to promote equality in the United States. Third, like
conservatives, they hold that militarism undermines democracy at home.107

Fourth, progressives believe that U.S. military tools hinder rather than ad-
vance U.S. interests abroad.108 For example, they agree with realists that many
military tools (e.g., a forward military presence, arms sales) can threaten rivals
and increase the risk of conºict.109 The United States fuels violence in the
Middle East by providing arms and other resources to authoritarian states that
abuse their own people or engage in local conºicts (e.g., Saudi Arabia’s in-
volvement in Yemen).110 Using the U.S. military to shape events abroad can
also morph into imperialism, which progressives view as a form of authoritari-
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anism.111 Military competition with states such as China limits the prospects
for cooperation on climate change.112 To top it all off, the United States main-
tains a military footprint that directly damages the environment.113

key threats and policy responses

Unlike other restrainers, progressives do not see a world of relative security
for the United States. Instead, progressives see a world where threats from au-
thoritarianism and inequality abound and can affect the U.S. homeland.114

Most importantly, progressives argue that climate change is an existential
threat to humanity.115 As a result, they want policymakers to respond with the
same urgency to both military threats and climate change. For example, pro-
gressives endorse using diplomatic and economic tools to combat climate
change, such as providing aid to help build greener infrastructure in de-
veloping nations116 and joining international institutions to ªnd global solu-
tions.117 These restrainers want to reduce the U.S. military footprint to curb
emissions.118 Some progressives go further, advocating to restrict access to U.S.
markets for those nations and corporations that do not make meaningful prog-
ress on combating climate change.119

Progressives view China and Russia as threats more because of their author-
itarianism than because of their military power.120 Progressives fear that China
will continue to coerce other states in East Asia, especially U.S. democratic al-
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lies.121 Progressives also view China’s Belt and Road Initiative as exploitative,
granting the authoritarian state inºuence across the globe.122 Progressives are
concerned that the People’s Republic of China abuses human rights, including
repressing the Uyghur population.123 Russia is a stark example of progres-
sives’ concerns about authoritarianism. The 2022 invasion of Ukraine demon-
strated Russia’s willingness to conduct a large-scale military attack on a
democratic nation. Progressives also point to Russian election interference and
misinformation as a major threat to the United States, its allies, and states vul-
nerable to democratic backsliding.124

Progressives are split, however, on how to address threats from authoritar-
ian powers. These policy disagreements result from differing views on the
costs and beneªts of relying on military tools such as alliances and on eco-
nomic tools. Two camps, in particular, have emerged: “progressive pragma-
tists” and “anti-hegemonists” (so named because they deeply oppose U.S.
military hegemony).125

Progressive pragmatists view inequality and corruption as root causes of
authoritarianism, so they focus on economic tools to address interrelated
threats.126 For example, they want to wield U.S. inºuence in international insti-
tutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank to clamp
down on the corruption that keeps authoritarian elites in power and hinders
economic equality.127 Progressive pragmatists also support using economic
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sanctions against authoritarian states and greater economic decoupling.128

Relatedly, they want to close tax havens in order to prevent authoritarian elites
from using them to shield their money from potential economic sanctions.129

Compared with other progressives, progressive pragmatists are more com-
fortable using military engagement to counter the threat from authoritarian
powers. Progressive pragmatists agree with deep engagers that allies tend to
restrain one another from using force. In this view, alliances promote peace be-
cause the United States encourages its allies to ªnd non-military solutions
(and, importantly, vice versa).130 These progressives also argue that alliances
foster political and economic relationships that help democracies support one
another in countering authoritarian threats at home and abroad.131 Although
progressive pragmatists worry about the negative effects of alliances and other
military tools, they think that these costs are worth paying to defend democra-
cies from authoritarian inºuence and aggression. In this sense, compared with
other restrainers, progressive pragmatists have more in common with deep
engagers. In fact, some progressive pragmatists do not identify with the re-
straint label, even though they advocate a less militarized approach to U.S.
grand strategy.132

Still, the views of progressive pragmatists and deep engagers only partially
overlap on how the United States should use economic and military tools.133

Progressive pragmatists seek a balance of power in key regions, whereas deep
engagers seek U.S. military dominance.134 Progressive pragmatists do not
want the United States to be the primary security provider in other regions.
Rather, they view the United States and its allies as equal partners.135 More-
over, progressives pragmatists are uneasy about close relations with non-
democracies, arguing that the United States should reduce support for such
states.136 In contrast to deep engagers, progressive pragmatists want the
United States to reduce defense spending and its forward military presence.137
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At the same time, some progressive pragmatists acknowledge the tension in
their position: Without sufªcient forward presence, the United States may be
unable to effectively defend its allies—particularly in the Indo-Paciªc.138

Anti-hegemonists are even less willing than pragmatists to use military tools
to counter China and Russia. They place greater weight on the costs and risks
of military engagement than pragmatists and are more skeptical of the bene-
ªts. For example, anti-hegemonists believe that alliances and U.S. forward
military presence do more to provoke than to deter aggression. They also be-
lieve that U.S. military support emboldens partners to use force more often
and the United States fails to use its leverage to restrain them. They agree
with realists that U.S. alliances can threaten U.S. adversaries, increasing the
risk of security-motivated conºict.139 As a result, alliances—even with other
democracies—may make conºict more likely.140

Anti-hegemonists eschew interfering in other great powers’ domestic
politics, believing that tools such as economic sanctions are ineffective.141 Anti-
hegemonists are willing to grant spheres of inºuence to “near peer competi-
tors” to reduce conºicts of interest and improve the chance of cooperation on
issues like climate change. They call for eventually terminating or downgrad-
ing current U.S. alliances, especially in Europe, and gradually reducing U.S.
forward miliary presence globally.142 Whereas pragmatists support using the
military to defend U.S. allies, anti-hegemonists support using force only in
self-defense. At the policy level, anti-hegemonists often agree more with real-
ists and conservatives than with pragmatists.143

Great Power Politics and the Future of Restraint

Will realists, conservatives, and progressives remain united around restraint
going forward? As the previous sections outline, these groups arrive at re-
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straint from different starting points. It would not be surprising if their policy
prescriptions diverge as international conditions change. We ªnd in particular
that the renewed salience of great power threats poses a stress test for restrain-
ers and their ability to agree on a set of policies. Whereas opposition to the war
on terrorism enabled realists, conservatives, and progressives to converge on
restraint in the Middle East, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and especially
China’s rise have led to disagreements. We focus here on restrainers’ views on
the war in Ukraine, the long-term U.S. role in Europe, peacetime policy toward
China, and the defense of Taiwan.

war in ukraine

Restrainers support President Joe Biden’s decision not to have the United
States enter into the war in Ukraine as a combatant. Progressive pragmatists
also support the administration’s policy of providing Ukraine with substantial
military and economic aid with few conditions. But most restrainers prefer
either adding more conditions to or reducing aid to Ukraine in order to
incentivize it to pursue a near-term diplomatic solution to the war.

Realists and conservatives argue that the United States has only limited in-
terests at stake in Ukraine and point to the risks of greater U.S. involvement
(e.g., possibility of nuclear escalation or a NATO-Russia war). These restrain-
ers also argue that U.S. and Ukrainian interests are not perfectly aligned
and U.S. support makes Ukraine less willing to compromise with Russia to
end the conºict. Realists144 and classical liberals145 therefore call on the United
States to use its inºuence to encourage the parties to negotiate. Conservative
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nationalists are especially critical of U.S. support to Ukraine, seeing it as a dis-
traction from solving domestic problems.146 A ªnal group of conservatives op-
pose support for Ukraine because they believe that it diverts resources needed
to counter China’s rise.147

Progressives, like other restrainers, oppose direct U.S. military involvement
in the war in Ukraine.148 Beyond that, progressives are internally divided be-
cause they do not agree on how to balance two competing concerns: a desire to
stand in solidarity with a democratizing country under attack by an authori-
tarian aggressor, and wariness of potentially negative side effects from milita-
rized U.S. policies. Progressive pragmatists emphasize democratic solidarity
and therefore depart from other restrainers in their support for the Biden
administration’s aid policies.149 Anti-hegemonists decry Russian aggres-
sion but criticize sending U.S. military aid to Ukraine. They worry U.S. in-
volvement will prolong and intensify the war, worsening the humanitarian
disaster.150 Anti-hegemonists acknowledge that supporting Ukraine defends
progressive values (i.e., democratic solidarity) in the short term. But in the
long term, such a stance undermines these values because it further militarizes
U.S. foreign policy and diverts funds from U.S. domestic priorities to fuel
more global conºicts.151 Therefore, this group prefers the United States reduce
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or terminate lethal aid to Ukraine, while continuing to offer humanitarian
assistance.

long-term policy in europe

Restrainers have been largely united in calls for U.S. retrenchment from
Europe in the long term, though progressive pragmatists may not support
such a policy in the future, given Russian aggression. Before Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, realists, conservatives, and anti-hegemonist progressives
all agreed Russia was weak and NATO allies could check Russia’s aggression
if they converted their latent power into military capabilities.152 For these
groups, the ongoing war in Ukraine has both further exposed and contributed
to Russia’s weakness. Therefore, these restrainers argue that over the long
term, the United States can largely eliminate its military presence in Europe
and encourage greater European autonomy.153 In the words of Justin Logan,
“Maintaining U.S. domination of the European security scene is a luxury good
the United States doesn’t need.”154 Some support the United States either re-
ducing its role in or even completely withdrawing from NATO.155

Progressive pragmatists and other restrainers appear likely to diverge on
postwar policy. Before Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, progres-
sives were open to some retrenchment. They wanted the United States to re-
main in NATO but have a more equal partnership with its allies. Progressive
pragmatists have not yet written on postwar policy, so we have greater uncer-
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tainty about their views for the future. But this group’s counter-authoritarian
impulses, emphasis on democratic solidarity, and differences with other re-
strainers on wartime policy suggest they will be hesitant to reduce the U.S.
role in Europe.

peacetime policy toward china

While most restrainers will probably continue to call for U.S. retrenchment
from Europe, they are deeply divided on U.S. strategy in East Asia. These divi-
sions are sharper within groups than between them. Some realists and conser-
vatives support the Biden administration’s approach to the region that
emphasizes U.S. leadership in balancing China, deepening U.S. commit-
ments, and strengthening the U.S. military presence.156 Compared with these
hard-line conservatives and realists, progressive pragmatists prefer a less mili-
tarized approach but still want the United States to maintain its current com-
mitments to regional allies. Within each group, some call for remaining
committed to restraint. Anti-hegemonists and many realists and conservatives
warn that current U.S. strategy is pushing the United States and China toward
a new Cold War. These restrainers would prefer to ªnd ways to resolve some
of the conºicts of interest between the United States and China. They are com-
fortable letting local allies take the lead in managing regional security while
the United States continues to monitor China’s trajectory.157

Differences among restrainers are likely to grow. If China becomes more
powerful economically, politically, and militarily, concerns about the balance
of power or threats to the American way of life could lead more realists and
conservatives to support a greater U.S. military role in the region. If China
becomes more aggressive toward regional democracies, progressive pragma-
tists might also advocate for deep engagement. But anti-hegemonists and
other realists and conservatives may view deep engagement on China’s pe-
riphery as even more unsustainable and presenting too great a risk of war with
an increasingly powerful adversary. These restrainers may therefore be more
willing to limit U.S. aims in the region as China’s power grows.
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defense of taiwan

If China were to attack Taiwan, restrainers are divided on whether the United
States should intervene. Anti-hegemonists and most realist and conservative
restrainers oppose direct U.S. involvement in a conºict over Taiwan, arguing
that the United States does not have sufªcient interests at stake to justify the
costs of a high-intensity great power war and the associated risks of nuclear
escalation.158 Yet those realists and conservatives who already want to contain
China are willing to see the United States ªght for Taiwan’s independence.159

Progressive pragmatists’ views echo but do not perfectly mirror disagreements
they have with other restrainers on Ukraine. Some progressives who oppose
U.S. military intervention to support Ukraine are open to (but noncommittal
about) using force to defend Taiwan.160 Two possible reasons for this apparent
contradiction are that Taiwan is a more established democracy, and the United
States has longer-standing security ties with Taiwan than with Ukraine.

Conclusion

For more than twenty years, realists, conservatives, and progressives have
converged in a big tent to oppose deep engagement. What are the prospects
for this camp to affect the direction of U.S. grand strategy in the future? Ulti-
mately, we are uncertain. On the one hand, Russian aggression and China’s
growing power could lead some of today’s restrainers to become deep
engagers, weakening restraint’s political inºuence. On the other hand, U.S.
ªscal challenges, crises in multiple regions, and a distribution of power shift-
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ing away from the United States could make deep engagement appear too
risky or costly, potentially drawing more adherents to restraint.

Restrainers are the ªrst to admit they are a minority in the grand strategy
debate. Deep engagement emerged during the Cold War, when the United
States’ security commitments were arguably necessary for containing the
Soviet threat. Over time, the strategy became entrenched as the foreign policy
establishment internalized its core premises.161 The end of the Cold War did
usher in a debate about the direction of U.S. grand strategy, but unipolarity
meant the costs and risks of deep engagement were tolerable. The operative
question was how much more ambitious the United States should be. In this
context, restrainers struggled to signiªcantly shift U.S. grand strategy. Russia’s
recent aggression has made the case for restraint in Europe more difªcult.
Those who remain committed to restraint in East Asia face an uphill battle
against the bipartisan consensus on a hard-line China policy. They may ªnd
their numbers dwindling if China’s power and aggression toward democracies
in the region continue to grow. Foreign and domestic policy differences among
restrainers will probably continue to compound these challenges to building
and sustaining a restraint coalition.

But some geopolitical and domestic developments could improve restrain-
ers’ prospects for inºuencing U.S. policy. Indeed, the strategic landscape is
changing in ways that could cause some restrainers to double down and at-
tract new converts to their cause. The shift in power away from the United
States and intensiªed great power competition could lead more Americans to
view deep engagement as too risky. Mounting domestic and ªscal challenges
may also cause some to view deep engagement as unsustainable, forcing hard
choices about international commitments, especially in Europe and the Middle
East. In this context, the politically diverse arguments in favor of restraint
could facilitate coalition building. It is impossible to predict how these coun-
tervailing considerations will affect restrainers’ future political inºuence.

What we can say is that restraint is likely to remain a pole in the grand strat-
egy debate. Furthermore, restrainers are likely to ªnd more agreement on
strategy in Europe and the Middle East than in East Asia.162 Restrainers’ stated
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policy positions and the underlying logics suggest that most restrainers will
continue to call for retrenchment from these two regions. Some progressives
will remain wary of the Russia threat and hence reluctant to retrench from
Europe at ªrst, but most restrainers appear committed to a U.S. drawdown in
the region. The urgency of these calls is likely to grow, especially from those re-
strainers most concerned about China’s rise who want to focus U.S. resources
on a strategy of deep engagement in East Asia. The arguments that the United
States is fundamentally secure, the pursuit of primacy is self-defeating, or U.S.
militarism is ultimately corrosive at home and abroad will keep some commit-
ted to restraint in East Asia. While the number of such voices may diminish
under some conditions, we expect they will continue to provide a counterpoint
to deep engagement at a time of high grand strategic stakes.
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