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About the Solarium Strategy Series

The CNAS Solarium Strategy Series draws its name 

and inspiration from an effort undertaken by President 

Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1953. The original Project 

Solarium was a competitive strategy development 

process that is credited with helping articulate several 

pillars of American Cold War strategy. Through a 

similarly structured process of inclusive debate and 

extensive analysis, CNAS has developed several strategy 

documents that are designed to serve as useful inputs 

to the broader national debate over U.S. national 

security in the post-September 11 era. They are available 

online at www.cnas.org.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

By Shawn Brimley and Michèle A. Flournoy

In March 2003, as the 101st Airborne Division 
was fighting its way from Kuwait to Baghdad, 
then-Major General David Petraeus asked 
Washington Post reporter Richard Atkinson a 
question that has come to haunt America: “How 
does this end?” 1 The absence of a plan for post-
war Iraq has mired America in a war with no 
clear end in sight. 

As a consequence, the next U.S. President and 
commander in chief will inherit a war in Iraq that 
will have been waged for a longer period of time 
than our participation in both world wars com-
bined. The argument over Iraq will surely continue 
to dominate the current presidential election cycle. 
This is as it should be, for many thousands of lives 
have been lost, hundreds of billions of dollars have 
been spent, and over 130,000 American troops will 
almost certainly remain in Iraq in early 2009. 

But the argument over Iraq is crowding out a more 
fundamental debate over the nature of America’s 
purpose and power in a changing world. In a way, 
the absence of a strategy for Iraq in 2003 is a par-
ticularly tragic microcosm of a more fundamental 
and consequential problem — the absence of a 
grand strategy for America.

What is the nature of this changing world? 
What are America’s core national interests and 
how should they best be pursued? What is the 
purpose of American power? These are ques-
tions that confound analysts as distinguished 
as Henry Kissinger, who recently wrote, “[i]n 
a world in which the sole superpower is a pro-
ponent of the prerogatives of the traditional 
nation-state, where Europe is stuck in halfway 
status, where the Middle East does not fit the 
nation-state model and faces a religiously moti-
vated revolution, and where the nations of South 

1 Richard Atkinson, “The Long, Blinding Road to War; Unexpected Challenges Tested Petraeus in Iraq,” The Washington Post (7 March 2004): A1.
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and East Asia still practice the balance of power, 
what is the nature of the international order that 
can accommodate these different perspectives?” 2 

Such questions can only be answered by a rigorous 
effort to assess challenges, identify core interests, 
and set forth a long-term vision or intent that 
provides parameters for the development of a 
national security strategy and its attendant policy 
initiatives. Accordingly, a truly “grand strategy,” 
to quote Edward Mead Earle, “is that which so 
integrates the policies and armaments of the 
nation that the resort to war is rendered unneces-
sary or undertaken with the maximum chance 
of victory.” 3 Grand strategy is thus much closer 
to a vision statement, or what the military might 
call the “commander’s intent,” than a blueprint or 
action plan for short-term policy priorities. Nor 
is grand strategy simply an exercise in sloganeer-
ing or public relations. A real effort at developing 
a grand strategy requires thinking about the kind 
of world that is most conducive to American 
interests and how to set a course that, over several 
decades and multiple administrations, stands a 
good chance of helping to bring such a world 
about. Grand strategy becomes most meaningful 
as it helps to answer the question of where to place 
emphasis in the practice of statecraft, where to 
accept or manage risk, and what kinds of invest-
ments to make in order to best position America 
for a challenging future.4 This is the “grand” in 
grand strategy.

The challenge of developing a new grand strategy 
for the United States is not new. America faced 
a similar challenge in the early years of the Cold 
War. Those early years were marked by great 
uncertainty, anxiety, and a kind of pervasive fear 
that America was not ready for yet another strug-
gle against a totalitarian foe. President Truman 
presided over the development of the earliest con-
tours of a grand strategy of containment, clearly 
manifested in the formation of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), the Marshall Plan, 
and Truman’s pledge to support “free peoples 
who are resisting attempted subjugation.” In 1953, 
President Eisenhower reassessed his strategic 
inheritance by convening a competitive strat-
egy development process — called the Solarium 
Project — that questioned the basic assumptions of 
America’s global strategy. Multiple teams presented 
alternative viewpoints on the nature of Soviet 
intentions and capabilities and recommended 
different approaches. Such a process, conducted in 
the weeks prior to the Korean armistice, is remark-
able not only for the fact that it occurred at all, but 
that it has never been duplicated.5 

Solarium also had a deeper inf luence, provid-
ing a vehicle to further develop and socialize the 
key assumptions underlying America’s strategic 
position and our basic national interests in a 
rapidly changing world. Today, America finds 
itself in a similar position, one in which our 
fundamental interests and objectives are worth 
examining anew. 

2 �Henry Kissinger, “The Three Revolutions,” The Washington Post (7 April 2008): A17.
3 �Edward Mead Earle, ed., Makers of Modern Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1943): viii. 
4 �G. John Ikenberry calls such a process a kind of “neo-Rawlsian” question: “[t]he national security question for America to ask today is: what sorts of investments in global institutional 

architecture do I want to make now so that the coming power shifts will adversely impact me the least?” See his chapter in this report.
5 �David Rothkopf concludes in his book, Running the World (New York: Public Affairs, 2005): 71, that the Solarium Project was “not just the work of a good executive or a master bureaucrat 

or even a canny politician; it was a magisterial illustration of an effective president in action, perhaps one of the signal events of the past sixty years of the American presidency.”
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In light of the daunting strategic inheritance 
the next President will face, the Center for a 
New American Security (CNAS), inspired by 
Eisenhower’s Solarium effort, commissioned five 
authors to write their best case for what America’s 
grand strategy in the early 21st century should be. 
CNAS then convened a well attended conference in 
early 2008 at which authors and attendees engaged 
in a robust debate over the papers and positions 
taken.6 This report is a result of this process. 
Revised papers from the commissioned authors are 
included along with a new strategy paper by CNAS 
authors that was informed, in part, by the papers 
and the conference. 

While each paper stands on its own, the range 
of assessments regarding the current and future 
security environment, America’s core interests, 
and the various strategies presented offer the 
reader a compelling snapshot of the contempo-
rary debate over American grand strategy. As 
such, this volume is intended to offer a new 
administration useful intellectual capital on which 
to draw in developing a new direction and course 
for America. We hope that it plays at least a small 
part in helping to shape and elevate the ongoing 
and critical debate over America’s purpose and 
place in the complex and dynamic world of the 
21st century. 

Introduction

6 The conference materials (papers, videos, transcripts) are available on the CNAS website: http://www.cnas.org. 
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3 �In addition to the Ernest May volume, see John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005): especially chapter four, “NSC-68 and the Korean War.” 
4 �David Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American Power (New York: Public Affairs, 2005): 72.

buildup. While the debate surrounding NSC-68 
remains intense over a half-century later, the 
document remained central to the debate over 
America’s developing Cold War strategy.3

We recommend that immediately upon taking 
office in January 2009, the next president issue a 
directive very similar to the one Truman issued in 
1950. A modern directive might read as follows:

That the president direct the National Security 
Council to undertake a reexamination of our 
interests and objectives in peace and war and 
develop a strategy for achieving these objec-
tives, in light of ongoing military operations 
in Iraq and Afghanistan; the challenges posed 
by the rise of new powers; and the complex 
problems of globalization, including transna-
tional terrorism, nuclear proliferation, climate 
change and energy security.

Second, we recommend that the next president 
immediately engage in a strategy development 
exercise similar to the Solarium process in the 
Eisenhower administration. Over the summer 
of 1953, President Eisenhower tasked multiple 
teams with articulating strategic options for 
dealing with the Soviet Union. Key debates were 
held between the teams in the presence of the 
president and his key national security advisors. 
Everything was on the table in these discussions, 
from assumptions about the nature of Soviet 
intentions and capabilities to America’s military 
force structure and economic policy. Author 
David Rothkopf has concluded that the Solarium 
exercise constituted “a magisterial illustration 
of an effective president in action, perhaps one 
of the signal events of the last sixty years of the 
American presidency.” 4

A modern Solarium exercise would feature mul-
tiple teams tasked with assessing core American 
interests and developing a strategy designed to 
best protect them. The President could elect — as 
Eisenhower did— to order each team to develop 
strategic options from slightly different perspec-
tives. The benefit of using multiple teams would 
be derived from observing the extent to which 
the various strategies overlap or, alternatively, the 
extent to which they suggest critical decisions or 
tradeoffs for the president. Each team should be 
led by a senior statesperson, not necessarily of the 
president’s political party, and not necessarily a 
person actively serving in government.

A modern Solarium can only work if the next pres-
ident dedicates significant portions of his or her 
time to the effort, requires his or her top advisors 
engage in the exercise, and then uses it to inform 
and frame the drafting of the administration’s first 
national security strategy. Such an exercise must 
not be staffed out, but led and attended by the 
president, his or her Cabinet-level officials, and the 
nation’s top military and intelligence officers.

While held in private to enable candid discussion 
and debate, components of the Solarium exercise 
could be made public, or at least described to key 
reporters and opinion shapers. At a time of great 
strategic challenge, letting the country know that 
the new president is taking on the most consequen-
tial issues facing the nation and soliciting views 
from all quarters would likely be warmly received. 

More broadly, historians have looked favorably 
on both the process and structure of Eisenhower’s 
National Security Council (NSC), and we recom-
mend that the incoming team seriously consider 
reestablishing a robust strategic planning 

A Solarium for the Next Administration
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capability in the NSC staff that could significantly 
improve strategy development, interagency  
planning and oversight.5

Finally, we recommend that the strategic  
reassessment in the early months of the next 
administration be followed by an extensive 
National Security Review (NSR), similar to the 
Pentagon’s Congressionally-mandated Quadrennial 
Defense Review. Such a review would be aimed at 
assessing the state of each of America’s national 
security institutions in light of the newly articulated 
national security strategy. Such a comprehensive 
review will be necessary in order to identify areas 
that require a realignment of departmental authori-
ties, adjustments in funding, or reforms to incentive 
structures, processes, or organizations. In particu-
lar, an NSR should make key recommendations on 
whether and how the nation’s non-military tools of 
statecraft should best be organized and funded. The 
NSR should inform the budgetary requests of the 
various national security departments and agencies; 
close cooperation with the Office of Management 
and Budget will be important from the start.

We firmly believe that such a comprehensive 
strategic reassessment, if undertaken quickly and 
judiciously in the first months of the next adminis-
tration, will increase the likelihood that key foreign 
policy choices and national security decisions will 
be made well — informed by a view of America’s 
grand strategy that accounts for key challenges, 
core interests, and the complex tradeoffs required 
in a time of challenge and change. 

The next occupant of the oval office — Republican 
or Democrat — will face the most complex and 
troubling national security inheritance in a genera-
tion. The challenge of moving America forward 
and navigating dangerous waters will be enormous 
and fraught with risks. Starting with a strategic 
reassessment of the fundamentals of America’s 
purpose and place in the world, and articulating 
a vision for American foreign policy that can be 
sustained over many years would be a vital first 
step in charting a new course for this great nation 
and bringing about the changes that America so 
desperately needs. 

5 �See Robert Bowie and Richard Immerman, Waging Peace: How Eisenhower Shaped an Enduring Cold War Strategy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998): 137. Also see Amy Zegart, 
Flawed By Design: The Evolution of the CIA, JCS, and NSC (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), and Michèle A. Flournoy and Shawn Brimley, Strategic Planning for U.S. National 
Security: A Project Solarium for the 21st Century (Princeton: Woodrow Wilson School, 2006), available online at http://www.princeton.edu/~ppns/papers/interagencyQNSR.pdf
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