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Introductory Note 

This essay provides ideas for incorporation in the coming version of “The National Defense 

Strategy of the US” (NDS) and its successors. It is paired with a second essay addressing “The 

National Security Strategy of the US” (NSS). These two national-level documents have/should have 

a close, symbiotic relationship. Likewise, the writer’s NDS and NSS essays share a common logic, 

structure, and multiple cross-references. The ideas within them are severable, and the reader does 

not have to subscribe to one to endorse the other, though they are written with that linkage in mind. 

Suggestions for action are offered in a spirit of utmost respect for the offices involved. 

 

Abstract 

Revise the National Defense Strategy of the US (NDS) to reflect the geopolitical perspective of a 

new National Security Strategy (NSS), specifically: 

 

That the US, as a geopolitical sea power in competition with two great continental powers, 

must exploit its innate advantages, including formation of alliances that attract many, 

enduring allies, and a superior ability to prosecute military-economic warfare. 

 

To the main effort directed at defeating the enemy’s armed forces in war, the NDS must add 

military-economic warfare: 

 

• To attack the enemy’s war and civil economy through blockade, supported by all elements 

of civil power of the US and its allies, plus with a new weapon, cyber. 

• .To force the enemy into undesirable strategic choices and reduce as close to zero as 

possible his ability and willingness to fight. 

Recognize that blockade is geographic escalation which must be global in scope; it is maritime, 

denying the enemy access to the world ocean for any purpose, military or civil; and it is to be 

conducted against targets at sea without, unless desired, strikes on the enemy’s homeland or other 

vertical escalation in the war’s level of violence. 

Recognize that blockade is not an alternative to other uses of the nation’s seapower, that it will 

inevitably arise in a war with a great power, and that ad hoc blockade would be worse than no 

blockade at all. 

Rectify the omission of the world ocean in the current NDS and acknowledge the reality that a 

military contest with continental adversaries can be decided by who controls the sea, as well as 

who can prevail on the ground in the key regions of Eurasia.  

Recognize that the nation must always possess sea control capabilities for defensive use in the 

protection of the strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs) that connect the US with its allies; 

without control of the SLOCs: 

• The alliance system on which the national strategy is centered will collapse. 

• The US will lose the war — regardless of how successful its ground and land-based air 

forces may prove to be. 
 

Defensive sea control can also be used to deny the enemy use of waters needed to execute his own 

initiatives; for example, a submarine and mine warfare defense of Taiwan could defeat a Chinese 

https://cliosmusings.blog/2020/11/24/welcome-to-my-blog/
https://cliosmusings.blog/
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attempt to invade or blockade the island and prevent resupply of any forces ashore there; action 

would be entirely at sea, manifestly defensive, and would not involve strikes on the Chinese 

homeland with consequent risk of a wider conflict. 

 

Recognize that a revised NDS can, for the first time, put these same sea control capabilities to use 

on offense: Namely, global blockade which utilizes all elements of US and allied sea power 

(including sea-based air) to sweep the seas of enemy civil and naval ships and is supported by the 

Joint Force on the ground in regions that impact the course of the battle at sea. 

 

Recognize that economic and technological developments have made the US’s great continental 

competitors dependent on the use of the seas and so vulnerable to coercion by denial of that use. 

China, in particular, is well aware of this vulnerability. 

 

Military-economic warfare, centered on blockade, would, as in the world wars of the 20th century, 

affect the course of major war in the 21st and could yield the margin of victory. 

 

(The NDS can incorporate military-economic warfare before the NSS is rewritten with a 

geopolitical perspective, but ultimately the NDS and the NSS should be aligned with each other and 

with comparable plans of the military services to ensure the logical coherence of the national 

planning system.) 

 

Purpose 

The “National Defense Strategy of the United States” (NDS) is a classified document that has been 

published as an unclassified summary.1 It sits in the middle of a three-tier system of national 

planning. Ostensibly, it is guided by the broader National Security Strategy of the United States 

(NSS), signed by the president. Ideally, it provides in turn guidance to the military services for 

planning the use of existing forces and the acquisition of capabilities for the future.  

 

The current NDS ignores military-economic warfare — which is an entire dimension of modern 

war. Ability to prosecute mil-eco war, centered on global blockade, is an innate strength accruing to 

the US because of its position as a geopolitical sea power in competition with two great continental 

powers, Russia and China. It attacks the enemy’s war and civil economy to force him into otherwise 

undesirable strategic choices and reduce as close to zero as possible his ability and willingness to 

fight. It is complementary and additional to actions to defeat the enemy’s armed forces. It affected 

the strategic course of the two world wars of the 20th century. If there is war in the 21st, history 

plus economic and technological developments make certain that it will be pursued by all parties.  

This essay has two aims: 
 

• To inject military-economic warfare into a revised NDS by articulating its logic and 

suggesting concrete language; 

 
1 Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America, (No place, no publisher, no date, 

final page signed by “James N. Matthis,” then Secretary of Defense but not so identified) 

https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf At the time of this 

writing (mid-2021) a new document is expected soon. Whether it will be issued in a public version is not yet known. 

https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
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• To suggest how to anchor the NDS in the broader geopolitical concepts of a newly rewritten 

National Security Strategy2 and to connect it with the strategies of the military services, 

particularly the Navy,3 which implement it.4  

Organization 

The second purpose will be the first addressed. Dealing with it is necessary because this essay, 

despite its theoretical underpinnings, is action-oriented. Good ideas may be recognized and clearly 

articulated by higher levels but nothing will happen if top-level direction does not reach down to 

lower levels where it can be understood and implemented.  

 

Equally important, the flow of ideas and strategic concepts must be reciprocal so that war-fighting 

expertise found at the military service level can be understood and exploited at national levels. This 

influence of subordinate on senior in the planning system has a striking historical precedent. During 

the Cold War, in the period 1982-1986, the Navy developed what it called The Maritime Strategy 

(TMS). This was a comprehensive plan to bring US superiority at sea, which only the Navy 

understood — in carrier aviation and, especially, undersea warfare — to bear on the USSR to 

answer the advantages the Warsaw Pact enjoyed with its conventional forces on the ground in 

Europe. By early 1987, the TMS concept was integrated into the National Security Strategy as 

signed by President Reagan.5 

 

The key point: the three levels, NSS, NDS, and military service, should be tightly linked. 

Significant changes in one require changes in the other two. Today they do not. For example, in 

2018 the nation changed the fundamental basis for its defense strategy from fighting terrorism to 

great power competition.6 This monumental revision was announced by the Secretary of Defense. 

However, the NSS remained unchanged, and the Secretary's remarks had marginal effect on the 

military services. 

 

In general, the NDS plays a barely detectable role in the formation of the military services’ strategic 

plans. Recent service strategy documents are telling: 

 

• “Army Strategy” (2018) published by the Army Chief of Staff7 refers to it once by name;  

 
2 Described in the companion essay, “The National Security Strategy of the United States: Geopolitics.” 

3 As used here, “Navy” is shorthand for the three sea services, Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard.   

4 Although the arguments in this essay are fundamentally rooted in the “rational actor” model, they take account of 

“organizational processes.” However “governmental politics” — for example, how the content of the NSS and NDS has 

varied with the ideologies and policy biases of changing presidential administrations — is out of bounds. These familiar 

categories are borrowed from Graham Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, first 

published 1971; and Allison and Philip Zelikow 2nd ed. (New York: Longman, 1999). However, they are applied here, 

not to Allison’s crisis decision-making, but to long-term national strategic planning.  
 

5 Critics usually see efforts by a military service to affect the national strategy as barely disguised gambits at budget 

self-aggrandizement, what’s called having (in this case) the Navy tail wag the national dog. The case of TMS shows 

how misguided such critiques can be. 

6 Announced in a speech by Secretary of Defense James Mattis, “Remarks by Secretary Mattis on the National Defense 

Strategy” [initial capitals Great Power in the original], speech, Washington, DC, January 19, 2018) 

https://dod.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1420042/remarks-by-secretary-mattis-on-the-

national-defense-strategy/. Mr. Mattis was announcing the recent release of “US National Defense Strategy,” the 

summary of which uses the less specific term “inter-state competition,” 

https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf, p.1. 

7 https://www.army.mil/about/  

https://dod.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1420042/remarks-by-secretary-mattis-on-the-national-defense-strategy/
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1420042/remarks-by-secretary-mattis-on-the-national-defense-strategy/
https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
https://www.army.mil/about/
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• “Accelerate Change or Lose” (2020) by the USAF Chief of Staff8 does not mention it or any 

other strategic logic; 

• “Advantage at Sea” (2020), by the CNO9 also ignores it but supplies, cryptically, the Navy’s 

own strategic concept: “The United States is a maritime nation. Our security and prosperity 

depend on the seas.”10 

Unfortunately, the Navy does not develop this powerful geopolitical proposition further, either in 

“Advantage at Sea” or in any other comparable document it has issued in the last 75 years. On the 

contrary, for reasons some understandable, some inexplicable, the Navy has ignored blockade, and 

so military-economic warfare, for more than three generations.11  

 

This has had a national knock-on effect. The Navy is the seat of the nation’s thinking about the uses 

of its sea power. Nowhere else reposes the Navy’s intellectual, historical, and analytical expertise. 

If the Navy has been blind to blockade, so has been the nation, and so it is today. 

 

The Navy’s failure to exploit military-economic warfare through blockade is a fundamental 

strategic mistake, bordering on the tragic. 

 

Military-Economic Warfare12 
 

Military-economic warfare has already determined the course of two world wars. It is a complete 

dimension of military conflict (and pre-conflict), with unique characteristics: 

 

• It is additive to, not a substitute for, military operations to defeat the enemy’s armed forces.  

• It attacks both the enemy’s war and civil economy.  

• It aims to shape enemy strategic decision-making and to reduce as close to zero as possible 

the enemy’s ability to produce the means to fight and, through social-political pressure, to 

reduce the authority and willingness of his leadership to continue fighting.  

 
8 

https://www.af.mil/Portals/1/documents/csaf/CSAF_22/CSAF_22_Strategic_Approach_Accelerate_Change_or_Lose_3

1_Aug_2020.pdf 

9 https://media.defense.gov/2020/Dec/16/2002553074/-1/-1/0/TRISERVICESTRATEGY.PDF  

10 These words appear as an inspirational slogan in the first text after the title page. They play no further role in the 

document. 

11 On the writer’s cliosmusings.blog see the posts “Blockade: Military-Economic Warfare vs. China” 

https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-china/ and “Blockade: Military-

Economic Warfare vs. Russia. https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-russia/ 

Reference to posts from this point on are for https://cliosmusings.blog/. 

12 As is often the case, taxonomy tells a tale. “Economic warfare” has contradictory meanings in contemporary practice. 

Sometimes it is posed as a contrast to the military sort, where economic sanctions are imposed in response to 

objectionable political or even military actions (e.g., US and EU sanctions in response to Russia’s seizure of Crimea in 

2014). See David A. Baldwin, Economic Statecraft (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,1985). “Economic 

warfare” can also encompass military action. The Oxford English Dictionary includes “blockade” as an example in its 

definition of the term. The Encyclopædia Britannica has it include strategic bombardment. George Stambaugh, entry 

“Economic Warfare” https://www.britannica.com/topic/economic-warfare. As proposed here for the new NDS and 

NSS, the two terms “military” and “economic” are consciously combined to reflect a national strategy that envisions 

employment of all available military and civil means to achieve its ends. While it supports peacetime and crisis 

diplomacy, it is a war measure. There is a huge difference between economic sanctions and military-economic warfare. 

Even within the latter, there is a huge difference between blockade, which does not involve strikes on the enemy’s 

homeland, and strategic bombardment which is only that. 

https://media.defense.gov/2020/Dec/16/2002553074/-1/-1/0/TRISERVICESTRATEGY.PDF
https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-china/
https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-russia/
https://cliosmusings.blog/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oxford_English_Dictionary
https://www.britannica.com/topic/economic-warfare
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• At lower levels of the escalation ladder it is implemented by global naval blockade, 

supported by the mobilization of the nation’s civil power, and, newly emergent in the 21st 

century, cyber.13  

• These measures remain useful at all stages of war and in the “postwar” world. 

• Even in peace it can be practiced in a shadowy, perhaps prototypical, form, as recent Russia-

based/Russian cyber-attacks on the US and its allies suggest.14 

• If there is war in the 21st century, military-economic warfare will be prosecuted by all 

parties. 

• But, as in WWI and WWII, it will be best employed by the sea power alliance. 

• Its success is not guaranteed (and, as the war progresses, may even be hard to measure). 

• It would be a colossal mistake to ignore it. 

Military-economic Warfare and the Escalation Ladder 

Mil-eco war is the tangible expression of the “realist” school of International Politics. Realism sees 

states as condemned to unceasing competition whose outcome is frequently decided by war.15 

States respond mainly (some say only) to the influence of military force and to positive or negative 

economic incentive. 

 

Military-economic warfare is the pairing of the two forms of influence in mutual support. It is 

waged at varying levels of violence across all phases of war, each of which the NDS must 

necessarily address. Although the utility of blockade and cyber actions commences at lower levels 

of the escalatory ladder, appreciation of blockade’s unique potential requires brief attention to 

higher levels.  

 

Military-economic warfare’s most violent expression is strategic bombardment — air/missile 

attacks on the enemy’s means of production and even his population centers. It can be highly 

focused in a particular sector of the war economy like ship-building, or it can be broadly 

prosecuted. Today, many regard attacks on the enemy’s homeland as a given, that the decision to do 

so crosses a threshold that, after WWII, no longer exists. Nonetheless, striking the enemy’s territory 

constitutes the first, most obvious rung of the escalation ladder. (Technology has blurred or 

removed several rungs at conventional war’s theoretical upper, pre-nuclear end.16) 

 
13 Both sides can and will prosecute mil-eco warfare. The point here is that the US sea power can do it better on offense 

by virtue of its traditions and its massive investments in naval power that make blockade operationally feasible. The US 

also can (and must) defend against the continental power(s)’s possible military (anti-SLOC) attacks at sea and mil-eco 

attacks on its own homeland and that of its allies via cyber. 

14 For argument on why and how cyber-attack in peace may lead to physical attack and war see Jason Healy and Robert 

Jervis, “The Escalation Inversion and Other Oddities of Situational Cyber Stability” Texas National Security Review, 

vol 3, issue 4 (Fall 2020), pp. 30–53. https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/handle/2152/83969 

15 Thus, military defense is a requirement for all states; indeed ability and willingness to defend oneself is a prime 

attribute of national sovereignty. 

16 There, new systems like conventional Prompt Global Strike and low-yield nuclear weapons can produce similar 

strategic effects. It would be highly undesirable, to say the least, to start fighting a war that then had only a brief truly 

conventional phase and moved rapidly to highly violent “conventional”/low yield nuclear attacks on the territories of 

the warring parties. The delivery systems for both these kinds of weapons may be indistinguishable. The risk that war 

might then escalate to intercontinental nuclear strikes would become high indeed. Russia has already reserved the right 

to respond with nuclear weapons to conventional strikes that have strategic effects. Vladimir Isachenkov, “New Russian 

Policy Allows Use Of Atomic Weapons Against Non-Nuclear Strike” (Associated Press 02 JUN 

20) https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2020/06/02/new-russian-policy-allows-use-of-atomic-weapons-

against-non-nuclear-strike/  

https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/handle/2152/83969
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2020/06/02/new-russian-policy-allows-use-of-atomic-weapons-against-non-nuclear-strike/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2020/06/02/new-russian-policy-allows-use-of-atomic-weapons-against-non-nuclear-strike/
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Escalatory distinctions at the lower levels of violence in conventional war are a hallmark of 

military-economic warfare. Blockade and cyber-attack do not require violent action on enemy 

territory. This affords considerable advantage. In the very important case of supporting Taiwan 

against possible Chinese attack, US counteraction centered on naval blockade would necessarily be, 

and be seen as, solely defensive (of Taiwan) with no involvement of Chinese territory. The US and 

its allies would be deliberately avoiding actions that implied possible intention to change the 

nation’s leadership or its boundaries. Absent strikes on its soil, China’s leaders could not enjoy the 

kind of increased levels of public support that would undoubtedly arise in reaction to US 

bombardment,17 and international sentiment might be more favorably inclined toward Taiwan than 

toward China.  

 

(As a separate matter and an indication of the potency of blockade, note that “blockade” by 

undersea and mine warfare holds considerable promise for the successful defense of Taiwan.18 

Blockade would interdict any of China’s military initiatives and especially any of its efforts to 

support whatever forces it may put ashore there. All of these are unalterably sea-dependent. China’s 

possible air and missile bombardment of Taiwan would be pointless if China could be denied the 

use of the sea that connects the island with the mainland.) 

 

In its classified version, the NDS must deal in specifics with the issue of striking enemy territory. In 

the public version it must clearly define the US stance: The US recognizes the threshold that attacks 

on an adversary’s homeland constitutes and the reciprocal importance of that threshold for stability 

in crisis and even in war.19  

 

Military-economic Warfare, Blockade, and Cyber 

Blockade seeks through force of arms at sea — a key and distinctive feature — to deprive the 

adversary’s economy of the benefits of imports and exports and other uses of the sea, including 

access to national assets situated overseas — plus the economic and technological payoff of the 

ocean’s new Blue Economy. Blockade would be global in scope.20 

 

In China’s case,21 and to a lesser degree Russia’s, globalization has made the great continental 

states dependent on the use of the sea for: 1) near-term economic growth in peacetime and the 

functioning of the economy in war, and 2) realizing hopes for future development in keeping with 

aspirations for status as a world power.22 In this sense blockade should be seen as attacking the 

 
17 The reverse of this situation — where anti-ship missiles launched from Chinese soil damage or sink US Navy ships 

— greatly complicates this matter. The classified version of the NDS must address it. In addition, the national 

leadership must determine what measures, if any, are needed to prepare the American public for the possible loss of a 

carrier(s) — meaning massive casualties and representing, as a carrier does, a most potent symbol of national 

sovereignty.  

18 For details see “Blockade: Military-Economic Warfare vs. China.” https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-

military-economic-warfare-vs-china/  

19 Strikes on enemy territory on behalf of purely military purposes — for example, attacking  anti-ship missile launch 

sites — are not being considered here, but they would, unavoidably, be subject to identical escalatory concerns. NDS 

councils should evaluate their desirability accordingly. 

20 Nonetheless, blockade would also involve areas where action is concentrated for reasons of operational efficiency 

(e.g., oceanic chokepoints) or political imperative (e.g., supporting Taiwan by denying China access to the waters 

surrounding it.  

21 A discussion of China’s dependence on use of the sea is provided in “Blockade: Military-economic Warfare vs 

China.” https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-china/  

22 The degree of sea dependence is a political-economic question, not for strategy analysts but for specialists in world 

trade and other uses of the world ocean as well as experts in Chinese and Russian economies and politics. This question 

https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-china/
https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-china/
https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/07/23/blockade-military-economic-warfare-vs-china/
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center of gravity of the enemy’s power.23 Dependence means denial of access of any kind to the 

world ocean — the object of blockade — yields coercive influence. Such influence is useful in 

supporting peacetime and crisis diplomacy and in all phases of war, including war termination and 

“post-war” resumption of great power competition. 

 

Cyber is a new, non-violent addition to blockade as a military means of prosecuting mil-eco war. 

Cyber has purely military utility in attacking the control systems of the enemy’s military forces. At 

least equally important, it is also the quintessential weapon for offensive attack on the enemy’s 

economy. In addition, top priority must go to defending against an adversary’s cyber-attack.24 

 

Russia’s exploitation of cyber today is a semi-official peacetime practice of military-economic 

warfare against the US and its allies. Though it may seem that such peacetime action is 

unprecedented, it is not. In the 21st century a new technology, cyber-attack, roils international 

relations and threatens escalation, even to war.25 In the last century it was hostile international trade 

and financial manipulations — the so-called “financial siege” — carried out by the US against 

Japan that did in fact lead to war.26 

 

Cyber is a broad and complicated topic. For the purposes of this essay, the main point is that cyber 

is a form of military-economic warfare and its use in peace can have unsought but still highly 

undesirable consequences. In any case, Russia’s actions foreshadow with certainty the prominence 

that cyber plays in its plans for war. Cyber can expect similar prominence in the war plans of China 

and other possible adversaries, state and non-state. 

 

In addition to military blockade and cyber the US must also use the civil sources of national power 

to attack the adversary’s war and civilian economy — specifically, his commerce, banking, finance, 

communications, the cyber-vulnerable controls of his infrastructure, and other systems necessary 

for the functioning of his economy. Civil action must encompass measures to protect the economies 

of the US, its allies, and important neutrals from the side effects of its own mil-economic warfare 

and its direct attacks by adversaries and their supporters. 

 

Such actions have ample historical precedent. In WWI Britain waged mil-eco war (not by that 

name) against Germany. Indeed, it was the subject of sophisticated planning by the Royal Navy in 

the 15 years before war commenced.27 In WWII it was seriously and effectively prosecuted by the 

Allies against Germany and Japan.28 Mil-eco warfare will play a large role in any future military 

conflict between great powers. For the US and its allies blockade is its centerpiece. 

 
has not yet been comprehensively addressed. Its answer is a sine qua non in determining whether blockade should play 

an important, perhaps central, role in strategic plans or be an unavoidable by-product of their execution. 

23 The writer is indebted to Steve Wills for this penetrating formulation. 

24 Today, the need for such defense is widely recognized, but it is treated as a new, independent variety of threat. In 

fact, in both its offensive and defensive forms cyber belongs squarely in the category of military-economic warfare. 

25 See Healy and Jervis, op. cit. 

26 Edward S. Miller, Bankrupting the Enemy (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2007). In an epilogue under the 

heading “Through Japanese Eyes,” Miller describes how its leadership saw Japan’s existence as a nation threaten by the 

economic war being waged against it in the 1930s by the US. Rather than being deflected from war, which was the US 

aim and expectation, Japan chose it. 

27 Nicolas Lambert, Planning for Armageddon (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2021); Alan 

Kramer, "Naval Blockade (of Germany)" International Encyclopedia of the First World War, 22 January 2020, 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/naval_blockade_of_germany. 

28Regarding Japan, Love notes “The authors of the postwar U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey…summed up … [the] 

accomplishments the [U.S.] Submarine Forces: Their ‘war against shipping was perhaps the most decisive single factor 

in the collapse of the Japanese economy and logistic support of Japanese military and naval power.’” Robert W. Love, 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/naval_blockade_of_germany
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/naval_blockade_of_germany
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Blockade/Military-economic Warfare are not Optional  

Assume for a moment that a new NDS does not adopt blockade and military-economic warfare. 

Such a choice would not only be unwise. It would be impossible. You cannot fight a war at sea and 

not blockade, or prosecute blockade in war and not conduct broader military-economic warfare. 

Even if they are not central to plans, simple prudence dictates blockade and military-economic 

warfare must be dealt with to best effect, for least impact on other military operations, and with 

minimal consequences for the economy of the US and the economies of allies and of neutrals. 

Equally important, in the case of blockade, its highly undesirable political consequences — what 

might be called a “Lusitania effect” on allies, neutrals, and even the US public — must be 

avoided.29 Unplanned, ad hoc blockade would be worse than no blockade at all. 

 

If a new NDS ignores blockade and mil-economic war it will face these questions about the nation’s 

plans for war: 

 

• Would the US shoot at the enemy’s warships but let his  civil ships sail wherever they 

wished? 

• Would the US let the enemy’s war economy function on a peacetime basis even while it is 

attacking/being attacked by the military forces it produces? 

• Would the US ignore its own history and that of Britain’s in two world wars and become the 

first great sea power not to blockade its continental adversary? 

Obviously not. But today’s NDS has allowed these painfully rhetorical questions to stand 

unanswered. Its successors must not follow suit. 

 

Revising the National Defense Strategy (NDS)30 

The 2018 NDS has imposed on itself striking self-limitation: 

 

• It does not mention the world ocean.  

• It has no global dimensions, except for electronic realms (space, cyber, etc.) that know little 

or no geography. It is distinctly regional and land-warfare centric.31 

• It cannot address the nation’s position as a geopolitical sea power in competition with great 

continental adversaries. 

• It cannot recognize that the outcome of a big war can be decided at sea as well as on land.   

 
History of the U.S. Navy, Vol. 2, 1942-1991 (Lanham, MD: Stackpole Books, 1992), p.196. Military-economic war 

against Japan from the prewar period through 1945 is given masterly treatment by Miller. George Miller, op. cit (2007), 

and War Plan Orange: The US Strategy to Defeat Japan, 1897-1945 ( Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute press, 1991). 

29 In 1915 a German U-boat torpedoed the British passenger liner Lusitania killing 1200 passengers, several hundred of 

whom were Americans. The event marked a decisive shift in American (and world) political sentiment against 

Germany, which led to the US’s entry into the war in 1917 and sealed Germany’s defeat. Hypothetically, if Lusitania 

been attacked with a propulsion disabler weapon, the whole affair would have turned out very differently. See the post 

“The Propulsion Disabler – A Strategic Weapon” https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/04/06/the-propulsion-disabler-a-

strategic-weapon/ . 

30 See footnote 1.The NDS Introduction describes the document as an “unclassified synopsis of the classified 2018 

National Defense Strategy.” 

31 Tangredi was the first to point this out. Sam J. Tangredi, ”Running Silent and Algorithmic: The U.S. Navy Strategic 

Vision in 2019," Naval War College Review, Vol. 72, No. 2, 2019.  Available at: https://digital-

commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol72/iss2/20/. 

https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/04/06/the-propulsion-disabler-a-strategic-weapon/
https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/04/06/the-propulsion-disabler-a-strategic-weapon/
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol72/iss2/20/
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol72/iss2/20/
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• It cannot address blockade, the military core of military-economic warfare. 

These are fateful yet not insurmountable shortcomings. As will be seen, they can be rectified by 

inserting words which, though few in number, will have far-reaching effects. Before suggesting 

specific language for a revised NDS, attention will turn to the logic on which the suggestions will 

be based; first, regarding the geopolitics of the world ocean, then the uses of capabilities for control 

of the sea that geopolitics demands. 

  

Geopolitics of the World Ocean - Control of the Sea for Defensive Purposes32 

The current NDS is not devoid of geopolitics. It recognizes that the linchpin of the nation’s defense 

is its alliance system. “…[O]ur network of alliances and partnerships remain the backbone of global 

[i.e., U.S.] security.”33 The geography of the alliance system explains why the NDS names as a top 

objective: “…Maintaining favorable regional balances of power in the Indo-Pacific, Europe, the 

Middle East, and the Western Hemisphere”.34  

 

However, the NDS does not mention the world ocean across which lie the sea lines of 

communication (SLOCs) that connect the US with its allies. Geopolitics dictates that the US and its 

allies must control the SLOCs. Without defensible SLOCs the alliance system would collapse, the 

strategy would fail, and the US would lose the war.35 

 

This is not hyperbole. Consider this example: US ground and land-based air forces, in concert with 

allies, gain significant military victories in key regions, but victory would not be durable if the 

adversary has interdicted alliance SLOCs. Without resupply by sea deployed US forces would 

eventually become not victors but hostages. Without defensible SLOCs there could not even be an 

intercontinental Dunkirk. 

 

This reality endures because of its deep geopolitical roots. It is as true today as it has been since 

1945. Most importantly, for the NDS, in its role as guide to the services for the acquisition of forces 

for the future, it will continue to be true. Meaning true in two senses 1) for the real future as much 

as can be foreseen, and 2) for the hypothetical future in which force planners fulfill their first 

obligation to defend its own vulnerabilities regardless of the state of the contemporary threat they 

face.  

 

The US has no greater vulnerability in war at the conventional level than its SLOCs. Again, this is 

not hyperbole. 

 

Today, alliance SLOCs face little tangible threat.36 But the future could well be different. History 

shows that great continental powers are quite capable of producing a massive, mainly submarine-

 
32 The terms “defense” and “offense” can be slippery, depending on which side you are talking about and what level 

you are addressing: strategic, (mainly global), operational (mainly theater) or tactical (mainly local). This essay is cast 

entirely from the US/allied vantage point, firmly at the strategic level. It defines “offense” as taking the strategic 

initiative against the enemy and “defense” as responding to the enemy’s initiatives. Of course offense and defense can 

be pursued simultaneously and, in a rough analogy to land warfare, can transition from one to the other. 

33 NDS, op. cit., p. 2. 

34 NDS, op. cit., p. 4. These are the regions named in the current NSS. 

35 This view was first explicitly voiced by Nicholas John Spykman. Spykman took account of the US victory in the 

second battle of the Atlantic. Spykman, The Geography of the Peace (New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 

1944). He saw control of the oceans between the US and the “rimlands” of Eurasia as mandatory.  Without it the US 

position of global dominance would vanish. 

36 Unfortunately, when the Navy speaks of SLOC protection today, it often seems to exaggerate the size and imminence 

of the threat faced. Some analysts have seen in this tendency a lamentable continuity with the Cold War, when the Navy 
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air, threat to global SLOCs in a fairly short period of time and that it is not expensive to do so. On 

the contrary, the ratio of cost and effort between submarine attackers and ASW defenders heavily 

favored the attacker during the Cold War, as was recognized by Admiral Gorshkov;37 technology 

has given no reason to reverse this assessment since. In addition, the production facilities and 

human capital that continental powers may amass in producing anti-SLOC capabilities can be 

expected to influence the strategies they then adopt. This may cause a great land power to turn 

seaward or reflect its decision already to do so.  

 

Because the US is a geopolitical sea power and has made historic investments in its naval power, it 

possesses advantages in capabilities for control of the sea and exploiting that control for strategic 

effect — advantages but not a monopoly. 

 

In sum, the NDS should direct the maintenance of capabilities for control of the sea for defensive 

purposes, on behalf of protecting SLOCs as well US and allied naval forces — with an eye as much 

toward the potential threat in the future as on today.38 

 

However, the focus of planning for defensive use of sea control  should not be solely on the future. 

Defensive use could have effects on a strategic scale in a war today. Defensive sea control through 

undersea and massive mine warfare could be used to protect Taiwan by (possibly) defeating 

China’s attempt to invade or blockade the island and (almost certainly) preventing China from 

resupplying any forces it may manage to put ashore there. Resupply can only come by sea — a 

vulnerability that China’s leaders almost certainly take into account when evaluating military 

options regarding Taiwan or, more generally, enforcing Chinese sovereignty over the sea and island 

areas of the South and East China Seas to which China asserts claim.  

 

China’s planners are quite likely aware that such US/allied military/naval actions are 1) likely to 

have undesirable military-economic effects on China; and 2) manifestly defensive, not requiring 

attacks on China’s soil, and posing no threat to China’s territory or regime. These are highly 

desirable political attributes of a naval strategic defense. 

 

Geopolitics of the World Ocean - Control of the Sea for Offensive Purposes 

The US and the alliance it leads today possess sea control39 capabilities to deny the use of the world 

ocean to any other state.40 (Note the qualifier “today.” This is not at all a permanent condition. 

 
mistakenly ascribed to the Soviets an intention to attack Western SLOCs in a replay of the two earlier “Battles of the 

Atlantic.”  See Bradford  Dismukes, “The Return of Great Power Competition: Cold War Lessons about Strategic Anti-

Submarine Warfare and Defense of Sea Lines Communication,” Naval War College Review, Vol. 73 : No. 3. 

37 Cited by Till, Geoffrey Till, Seapower, a Guide for the Twenty-first Century, 4th ed. (Abingdon, Oxon, and New 

York, NY: Routledge, 2018), p. 241. Fortunately for the US Gorshkov never envisioned using his own submarine force 

to attack Western SLOCs. See Norman Polmar, “Why 2000 or Even 400 Submarines,” Naval Submarine League 

Review (June 2018), pp. 140–46.  

38 At a minimum, this would entail ensuring that R&D and production capabilities for ASW and anti-air/missile 

platforms and systems do not atrophy, nor the basic operational skills involved. The latter the Navy practices every day 

for purposes of force protection. 

39 Defined by the Navy as “[t]he condition in which one has freedom of action to use the sea for one’s own purposes in 

specified areas and for specified periods of time and, where necessary, to deny or limit its use to the enemy.” 

“Advantage at Sea,” op. cit, p.27.  Also defined - more broadly - in DOD’s joint military dictionary as “sea control 

operations — The employment of forces to destroy enemy naval forces, suppress enemy sea commerce, protect vital sea 

lanes, and establish local military superiority in vital sea areas. See also land control operations. (JP 3-32).” 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/dictionary.pdf.  

40 This is the writer’s assessment. It has not been subjected to expert analysis, though evaluating this essay’s 

recommendations would obviously require that. Note that this is not at all the same as saying the USN itself can go 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/dictionary.pdf
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Significant investments of the nation’s resources are required to maintain it.) Other states use the 

world ocean at the sufferance of the US. This extraordinary superiority must be brought to bear on 

adversaries through offensive action for 1) purely military purposes and 2) for military-economic 

purposes. But there are no plans to do so.41  

 

Offensive sea control for military purpose was used with notable success vs. the USSR in the 

Cuban Missile Crisis (1962) and in the interdiction of the flow by sea of Soviet military support for 

North Vietnam (1975). Both these actions altered the strategic course of the Cold War. 

 

Offensive sea control was used for military-economic purpose, again with striking success, to 

strangle Japan’s war economy in WWII. It would likely be potent in a big war today or in the future 

— though, as noted, the degree of its potency has not been comprehensively analyzed, as it must be. 

 

Today, global blockade would be the center of offensive action. All elements of US and allied sea 

power (including sea-based air) would sweep the seas of enemy civil and naval ships. To support 

blockade, the NDS would direct action by the Joint Force in the land regions that impact the course 

of the campaign at sea. History shows that dominance of key territory on land can greatly affect the 

oceanic balance.42 

 

A revised NDS could, for the first time, name denial to an adversary the use of the sea as a strategic 

objective on equal footing with the objectives it states for land warfare. Denial would be sought for 

military purposes (e.g., to protect Taiwan) and for military-economic purposes (i.e., to attack the 

adversary’s war economy through blockade). Even if, hypothetically, the NDS rejects military-

economic warfare, it must prepare the nation to defend against it because our adversaries are certain 

to employ it — indeed, in the case of cyber, are already practicing to do so. 

 

As noted, the military capabilities needed for sea control on defense and on offense have a large 

overlap if they are not essentially the same. However, some enhancements would be needed.43 

Particularly useful for blockade would be a propulsion disabler (PD) weapon. PDs, which do not 

yet exist, are small torpedo-like weapons that deprive a ship of its mobility while leaving it and its 

crew intact. Their likely low cost and high effectiveness make them attractive operationally. 

Equally important, they reduce or nullify blockade’s undesirable moral, legal, and political side 

effects.44 

 

New Geopolitical and Mil-eco War Language for the NDS 

A small number of words injected into the NDS could express these larger concepts. The classified 

version of the NDS can deal with the specifics — as would the JCS’s always-classified National 

 
where it wishes, stay as long as it likes, and defeat all opposition anywhere. Nonetheless, if you have capabilities for 

global sea denial, you have, plausibly, “command of the sea.”  

41 Nor have there been any since 1945. 

42 Consider, as did both sides, the advantage that control of the Norwegian littoral played during the Cold War and 

might have played in a WWIII — on behalf of SSBN bastion protection for the Soviets, and SLOC defense for the 

West. 

43 For example, USMC capabilities for choke point control and anti-shipping strike; Navy ISR for timely, fine-grained 

tracking of high-value enemy surface ships, civil as well as military; and C3 for inter-theater/global management of a 

blockade campaign. 

44As mentioned in footnote 28, details are provided in  the post “The Propulsion Disabler – A Strategic Weapon,” 

https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/04/06/the-propulsion-disabler-a-strategic-weapon/. PDs would be highly useful for 

blockade enforcement on offense and as mine warheads on defense. 

https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/04/06/the-propulsion-disabler-a-strategic-weapon/
https://cliosmusings.blog/2021/04/06/the-propulsion-disabler-a-strategic-weapon/
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Military Strategy. A modified public version of the 2018 NDS might incorporate phrases like these 

in bold text: 

 

Under the heading “Defense objectives include:” (page 4) after 

 

“Maintaining favorable regional balances of power in the Indo-Pacific, Europe, the Middle 

East, and the Western Hemisphere;” 

 

Maintaining the ability of the U.S. and its allies to control vital SLOCs and to deny 

adversaries any use of the world ocean. 

Maintaining cyber capabilities to strike at an adversary’s military forces and its war 

and civil economies and to defend own/allied forces and economies from an 

adversary’s attack. 

Under the same heading (page 4) after 

“Ensuring common domains remain open and free;” 

Seeking cooperative engagement with adversaries, where possible. 

Under the section “Integrate with U.S. interagency.” (page 5) insert the phrases in bold text: 

“Effectively expanding the competitive space requires combined actions with the U.S. 

interagency to employ all dimensions of national power. We [DOD] will assist and be 

assisted by the efforts of the Departments of State, Treasury, Justice, Energy, Homeland 

Security, Commerce, USAID, as well as the Intelligence Community, law enforcement, and 

others to identify and build partnerships to address areas of economic, technological, and 

informational vulnerabilities. Effective U.S. interagency coordination is vital to an all-of-

nation, long-term strategy to wage military-economic warfare and to defend against it, 

as directed by the NSS.” 

One further addition to the NDS is optional today but may prove necessary in the future. The 

growth of China’s economy (some estimate that by 2050 it may account for 20 percent of world 

GDP, compared to what will be around half of that for the US)45 may oblige this or a future NDS to 

elaborate on the consequences of the current version’s description of China’s strategic purposes 

(page 2): 

“[China] seeks Indo-Pacific regional hegemony in the near-term and displacement of the United 

States to achieve global preeminence in the future. Should such preeminence approach 

dominance of the most productive regions of Eurasia, the US and its allies and partners would 

face an economic and potential military threat, unprecedented since the Cold War, of possibly 

existential scale.” 

Cooperative Strategies 

As directed by a newly rewritten National Security Strategy, the NDS should order the services to 

search for opportunities for cooperative engagement with major adversaries China and Russia and, 

 
45 PWC, The World in 2050, Summary Report (https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/pwc-world-in-2050-

summary-report-feb-2017.pdf), cited by Simon Saradzhyan, “Why Russia’s alliance with China is improbable, but not 

impossible,” Paris: Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique (Recherches & Documents n°13/2020)  September 21, 

2020 https://www.frstrategie.org/sites/default/files/documents/publications/recherches-et-documents/2020/202013.pdf, 

p. 29 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/pwc-world-in-2050-summary-report-feb-2017.pdf
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/pwc-world-in-2050-summary-report-feb-2017.pdf
https://www.frstrategie.org/en/search/authors/simon-saradzhyan
https://www.frstrategie.org/sites/default/files/documents/publications/recherches-et-documents/2020/202013.pdf
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where possible, to implement appropriate plans. These might be modeled on the Navy’s cooperative 

plans articulated and pursued in the 2000s.46  

 

Realistically speaking, expectations for initial success in cooperative ventures should be low.47 

Nonetheless, cooperation must remain an objective. Otherwise the nation’s strategies, taken as 

initiatives or in response to those of its adversaries, are highly likely to be self-defeating. 

Competitive strategies pursued on their own can lead to unnecessary expenses for defense. Far 

more important, they make war more likely rather than less.  

 

Actions 

Beyond changes in the language of the NDS document suggested here, adopting blockade as part of 

a strategy of military-economic warfare would require actions at the Joint level: 

 

• Evaluate the feasibility of Joint/Combined blockade enforcement action, factoring in 

contributions by all the services plus allies, in the context of the other strategic tasks of the 

Joint Force. 

• Evaluate the desirability of military-economic warfare, centered on blockade, against China 

and against Russia —  specifically, estimate (NIEs or lesser) its likely effects on their 

economies and their consequent ability and willingness to fight on. Include official 

estimates of the effects of mil-economic warfare on the US and its allies, and on neutrals. 

• Enter  the terms “military-economic warfare” and “blockade” into the DOD dictionary of 

military terminology and other codifications of doctrine. 

• In accordance with the new NSS’s articulation of the geopolitical origins and necessity of a 

national strategy of military-economic warfare, develop organizational structures and 

professional expertise to extend planning to interagency mobilization, coordination, and 

support for blockade. 

• Develop/articulate cooperative and well as competitive strategies vs. both China and Russia, 

as directed by the NSS. 

Conclusion 

This essay has argued that a new NDS should build on the solid foundation of the 2018 version but 

add vital missing strategic elements:  

 

• that the US is a geopolitical sea power in competition with great continental rivals; that 

long-term security depends on maintaining a stable balance of power in Eurasia; 

• and maintaining dominance of the world ocean without which the alliance system that is at 

the core of the national strategy will fail.  

• Control of the sea yields the ability to impose global blockade on adversaries, the linchpin 

of a defense strategy that includes military-economic warfare and which also involves cyber 

on both offense and defense.  

 
46 “A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower,” 2007 https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=479900, a bold, if little 

appreciated, experiment in moving beyond pure competition. See Geoffrey Till, “The Accidental Dialectic: The Real 

World and the Making of the Maritime Strategy Since 1945,” in Sebastian Bruns and Sarandis Papadopoulus (eds.) 

Conceptualizing Maritime and Naval Strategy ( Baden-Baden, Germany: Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, 2020), pp.19-20. 

47 As described by Till, the Navy’s cooperative strategies of the 2000s were fairly soon modified to emphasize 

competition in the 2010s. Ibid. 

https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=479900


 

 

 14 

• Blockade is well suited for a strategy vs. China because it attacks the center of gravity of 

China’s power. 

• Sea control capabilities can also be used to thwart adversaries’ initiatives as in the defense 

of Taiwan and countering China’s claims of sovereignty over much of the East and South 

China Seas. 

Military-economic warfare and blockade cannot be ignored. Continuing to do so opens the NSD —

and Navy strategy documents in particular — to critique that they are ahistoric and contain 

essentially untenable contradictions. The NDS should foster blockade, its cyber partner, and its civil 

correlates with all deliberate speed. It should, seek in due course to align these changes with 

appropriate changes in the NSS and service strategies.  

 

Failure to strengthen and align the NDS in both directions injects unacceptable looseness into a 

system intrinsically prone to entropy. It is recognized that change may not occur simultaneously or 

in sequence at the three levels.  

 

Aligning the three would deepen Jointness beyond the bureaucratic-organizational terms in which it 

is currently defined (“…activities in which elements of two or more Military Departments 

participate (JP 1)).”48 It would produce a coherent, intellectually “Joint” plan.  

 

“The new NDS, recommended here, provides the ingredients for a plan that affords the nation the 

greatest promise of providing for its security, promoting enduring national interests, and avoiding 

war. If war nonetheless comes, it is a plan that could win it.” 

 

 
Bradford Dismukes, cliosmusing.blog  

 
48 Joint Publication 1, “Doctrine for the Armed Forces of the United States.”  


