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number one threat in Iraq. I want 
a full-court press on IEDs,” the 
commander of U.S. forces in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq, General John 
Abizaid, declared.

The defense industry obeyed. 
But each countermeasure had its 
flaws, and with all the devices in 
the field, some even jammed oth-
ers. As of May 2005, IEDs had 
caused more than 7,700 American 
casualties. By the end of 2006, that 
number had roughly doubled.

The military pressed on. The 
Joint IED Defeat Commission 
was given a budget of $3.6 bil-
lion. Then the Warlock Duke—
a successor to the Warlock Green 
that was able to detect and jam 
IED signals with unprecedent-
ed specificity—was brought to the 
field, soon to be followed by nu-
merous countermeasures of equal 
or greater sophistication. By the 
summer of 2007, Shachtman re-
ports, “IEDs had become relics in 
broad swaths of ” Iraq.

But what worked in Iraq hasn’t 
worked in Afghanistan. “No-tech” 
bombs of wood and fertilizer that 
explode when stepped on or driven 
over remain the weapon of choice 
there. The number of IEDs is grow-
ing, though it is still smaller than 
what U.S. troops faced at the height 
of IED use in Iraq. Shachtman 
notes that 378 U.S. troops were in-
jured by IEDs in Afghanistan in 
July 2010—a number “about 15 
times higher than the casualty 
count from two years before.” Anti-
IED efforts there involve enhanced 
surveillance and intelligence.

Having come to regard IEDs 
as a permanent threat in warfare, 
the Pentagon is no longer set-

tling for stopgap measures. The 
so-called JCREW, now under de-
velopment, is a highly advanced, 
networked jammer that will be 
used not just against IEDs but 
drones, satellite signals, and oth-
er high-tech threats. Field tests 
began in July.
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Rumble  
Over the South 
China Sea

The South China Sea is one 
of the most valuable pieces of 
marine real estate in the world. 
A third of global maritime traf-
fic passes through its sea-lanes, 
and its depths contain significant 
stores of oil and natural gas. Six of 
the nine countries with coastline 
bordering its 1.35 million square 
nautical miles (China and Taiwan, 
as well as Malaysia, Brunei, Viet-
nam, the Philippines, and Indone-
sia) have lodged competing claims 
to the sea or its manifold atolls, 
reefs, and small islands. The stage 
is set for struggle. 

For much of history, the South 
China Sea was an “obscure af-
terthought,” writes Marvin C. 
Ott, a public policy scholar at the 
Woodrow Wilson Center. That 
changed in 1995, when Filipi-

no officials learned that China 
had built an outpost on the apt-
ly named Mischief Reef, 120 nau-
tical miles from Filipino terri-
tory but 600 from the closest 
Chinese island chain. The star-
tling discovery came even as Chi-
na was launching a wave of dip-
lomatic efforts to demonstrate to 
the world that it was undertaking 
a “peaceful rise.” In 2002, China 
signed a declaration with the As-
sociation of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) pledging that all 
parties would act in good faith 
until competing claims to the sea 
were resolved.

Tension eased, but then Chi-
nese patrol craft began seizing 
Vietnamese fishing boats and ha-
rassing U.S. naval surveillance 
ships operating in the contest-
ed waters. China also contin-
ued to develop its military ca-
pacities on Mischief Reef. Last 
year, to the relief of many ASEAN 
countries, U.S. secretary of state 
Hillary Clinton pointedly criti-
cized Beijing’s policy, stating that 
the United States favored “free-
dom of navigation, open access 
to Asia’s maritime commons, and 
respect for international law.” 
A Chinese Ministry of Defense 
spokesman retorted that “Chi-
na has indisputable sovereignty” 
over the sea. As if to underscore 
the point, a Chinese submarine 
descended to the sea’s deepest 
part and planted a Chinese flag in 
the seabed.

China’s actions are “beyond 
serious,” Ott contends. China is 
in violation of the U.N. Conven-
tion on the Law of the Seas, which 
holds that nation-states cannot 
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assert sovereignty over interna-
tional waters. The conflict has the 
“clear potential to spark armed 
conflict between the United States 
and China,” he adds. 

There’s no saying where Chi-
na’s territorial ambitions will 
stop, warns Dana Dillon, au-
thor of The China Challenge 
(2007). In his view, China’s for-
eign policy is centered on a “Chi-
nese world order . . . where China 
is the central power and Beijing 
is the global political pole.” Dil-
lon thinks the conflict’s resolu-
tion rests in the hands of ASEAN. 
“Ironclad security treaties and 
the presence of American war-
ships are not enough to protect 
Southeast Asian countries if they 
are not willing to defend them-
selves,” he writes.

Robert D. Kaplan, a senior fel-
low at the Center for a New Amer-
ican Security and a member of the 
U.S. Defense Department’s De-
fense Policy Board, is more san-
guine. He foresees a “naval cen-
tury” for the region, in which 
cool assessments of interest pre-
vail over ideology and crucial de-
cisions are largely the domain of 
non-ideological defense experts. 
Kaplan believes that the United 
States should maintain its pres-
ence in the South China Sea while 
also accommodating China’s in-
evitable naval expansion, seek-
ing “balance not dominance.” Chi-
na may well be content to extend 
its power without meddling in the 
affairs of the ASEAN countries, 
leaving them free to enjoy the se-
curity the United States offers as 
well as the fruits of China’s invest-
ment dollars. 
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What 9/11 Did  
Not Change

Looking back, it’s easy to 
think of September 11 and its im-
mediate aftermath as a time when 
U.S. officials made strategic choic-
es that fundamentally changed the 
nation’s course. Melvyn P. Leffler, 
a historian at the University of Vir-
ginia, takes a different view. The 
9/11 attacks were terrible, but “they 
did not change the world or trans-
form the long-term trajectory of 
U.S. grand strategy,” Leffler writes. 

Rewind to late August 2001. 
President George W. Bush had 
been in office about eight months, 
and his foreign-policy team was 
busy with an array of familiar is-

sues, from free trade to China. Then 
the attacks happened. Suddenly—
necessarily—the Bush administra-
tion had a new focus. In the months 
that followed, the administration 
launched the “global war on terror.” 

While Leffler believes that the 
Bush administration failed to meet 
the aims of its foreign policy—and 
often brought about the oppo-
site of what it intended—it did not 
fail because its approach was rad-
ical. Many of the choices the ad-
ministration made—engaging in 
preventive war, and promoting 
defense, open trade, and democra-
tization—were straight out of the 
U.S. foreign-policy playbook.

Preemption, the most con-
troversial of these moves, has a 
long history in U.S. foreign pol-
icy. President John F. Kennedy, 
for example, imposed a unilateral 
blockade on Cuba in 1962 during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis. Indeed, 
in 2002, when Vice President Jo-
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Libyan Exceptionalism
What gives me cause for optimism about the future of libyan women 

is something very subjective: the way that libyans remind me of amer-

icans. . . . libyans share with us a proud carelessness, an impatience, a 

wildness and a willfulness, that i don’t find in the british or the new Zea-

landers or the continental europeans. it isn’t all good; both cultures have 

a propensity to aggression. . . . Maybe some of it comes from being a rich 

country, some from a low population density, some from the similarities 

between bedouin primitive democracy and anglo-saxon traditions. . . . 

this is going to be a very, very interesting country to watch.

—Ann MArlowE, a visiting fellow at the hudson institute,  

in World Affairs (sept. –oct. 2011)
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