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The Challenge of the Sole Superpower 
in the Postmodern World Order

Keith D. Dickson

Abstract: To pursue and support its strategic goals and interests, the United 
States as the sole superpower will require a complete reordering of its assessment 
of the post–Cold War strategic environment, which is now characterized by the 
postmodern condition. Recognizing the basic structure of postmodern thought 
that dominates much of global society and affects concepts of sovereignty, pow-
er, war, and peace is essential. Some states and nonstates have already employed 
a strategic approach that exploits the postmodern condition. Strategists and 
strategic leaders must now identify the contours of the postmodernist strategic 
environment to develop a strategic design that allows the superpower to pursue 
its interests and fulfill its role of order and balance by employing the very skills 
and precepts that the postmodernists have rejected.
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vironment, war 

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States remains the only su-
perpower in that it has no potential strategic competitors and has sig-
nificantly more capability than any other state to craft a strategy and 

employ the means of national power to maintain the existing order—support 
for international norms and the defense of liberal values and human rights. 
Although China and Russia also have the capability to exercise strategy and 
employ the elements of national power, each has significant limitations to do 
so. As a superpower, American economic and military power is sufficient to 
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influence allies and partners as well as dissuade or deter rivals, and its security 
and other vital interests cannot be threatened or challenged by any single state 
or potential combination of states. The United States alone commands enough 
power to build coalitions and define the circumstances under which a coalition 
will commit armed force.1 

The 2017 U.S. National Security Strategy states unequivocally that the Unit-
ed States is “the world’s lone superpower,” whose “values and influence, under-
written by American power, make the world more free, secure, and prosperous.” 
The United States seeks “a fair and reciprocal international economic system 
[that] will enhance our security and advance prosperity and peace in the world.” 
The overall strategic goal is “a global order of peace, security, and prosperity” 
based on “strong, sovereign nations . . . grounded in the realization that Ameri-
can principles are a lasting force for good in the world.” More significantly, the 
sole superpower seeks to sustain “favorable balances of power” by summoning 
“the will and capabilities to compete and prevent unfavorable shifts in the Indo- 
Pacific, Europe, and the Middle East.”2 

Despite American efforts to order the international environment in its fa-
vor by extending its influence in key regions and supporting global prosperity 
through economic integration and the spread of free markets, and despite its 
attempts to create an international system based on both a global and a regional 
balance of power of states that would support American security as well as reflect 
American values, the international system over which the United States’ cur-
rently presides is not operating in conjunction with its interests. The post–Cold 
War strategic environment has exposed regional and subregional antagonisms 
and nationalist ambitions. Although war is no longer the means for challenging 
or changing the international system, as was the case in the previous century, 
and challenges from state actors have diminished, nonstate and substate actors 
have filled the gap. States in the present international system have other security 
concerns and interests, often not in line with the United States, requiring them 
either to seek to influence the superpower or to act independently. Values and 
perspectives, as well as the involvement of other actors, have increasingly shaped 
the superpower’s interest in intervention, reinforcing a realization that it can no 
longer influence or control events at will.3 

These conditions have shaped the way the United States assesses the post–
Cold War security environment and influences its behavior as a strategic actor. 
The reaction appears to be an unsettling sense that the superpower is in danger 
of losing its status. The National Security Strategy reflects this point of view. 
“As we took our political, economic, and military advantages for granted,” the 
document asserts, “other actors steadily implemented their long-term plans to 
challenge America and to advance agendas opposed to the United States, our 
allies, and our partners.” The National Security Strategy then points to “the revi-
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sionist powers of China and Russia, the rogue states of Iran and North Korea, 
and transnational threat organizations, particularly jihadist terrorist groups” as 
rivals who “compete across political, economic, and military arenas, and use 
technology and information to accelerate these contests in order to shift region-
al balances of power in their favor.”4 

As expected of a superpower, the United States is consumed by concerns of 
a potential change in the balance of power, encompassing a strategy that views 
any state’s actions primarily in terms of the pursuit of power and influence con-
trary to the superpower’s interests. Thus, the United States describes Russia in 
the National Security Strategy as having the ambition to become a great power 
again, using growing military capabilities “to establish spheres of influence near 
its borders.” China is described as expanding its power at the expense of other 
states, while also “building the most capable and well-funded military in the 
world,” which clearly implies that the United States perceives an impending 
threat to its dominance.5 

Assuming that its national interests and objectives are self-apparent and 
benign, the strategic leaders of the sole superpower form impressions and atti-
tudes that can lead to oversimplification, while ignoring the conditions that are 
shaping strategic behavior. This viewpoint can lead to U.S. resistance to alterna-
tive perspectives regarding the nature of the strategic environment or resistance 
to accepting new information. The result is that strategic leaders are unable to 
assess risk or correctly identify threats.6 As its primary strategic document indi-
cates, the United States is still coming to grips with what being a superpower 
currently means in the post–Cold War strategic environment. The forces of glo-
balization and information technology are fracturing the structure of modern 
societies and have threatened the legitimacy of the state. More importantly, a 
new strategic environment based on a postmodern condition has emerged, one 
in which the United States still has not yet recognized or defined its role. U.S. 
strategic leaders must learn to recognize this postmodern condition, as it now 
defines the strategic environment and how this environment shapes the sole 
superpower’s employment of its elements of power in pursuit of its strategic 
interests.

Postmodernism has become part of a global cultural phenomenon in the 
post–Cold War period and is the defining condition of contemporary social and 
intellectual discourse, touching philosophy, history, politics, and theology. The 
death of Marxism as a viable ideological construct, combined with the failure 
of modernity to serve as the means of ordering the world, has created a vacuum 
into which the forces of globalization and information technology have filled 
and have fractured the structure of modern societies as well as threatened the 
legitimacy of the state. The entire world of ideas has shifted against traditional 
modernist claims to knowledge, truth, and reason as an inherent part of human 
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nature. In its place is nothing less than a redefinition of both knowledge and 
of reality itself. In broad, general terms, postmodernism is a form of theoriz-
ing about societies. Postmodernism represents a substantial reorganization of 
how people relate to their environment. It encourages different modalities of 
meaning, including the transformation of cognitive boundaries and the ways 
those boundaries are constituted. Postmodernists have established new images 
of society, language, and humanity, marked by a distrust of science and reason. 
Culture has been deconstructed as a set of myths produced within a communi-
cation system; the power of images and signs stands in for reality. Information 
is the central commodity that is consumed.7 

Jean Baudrillard, a French postmodern theorist, whose philosophical and 
cultural analysis of media, information, and technologies in contemporary life 
led him to identify the emergence of a different social order. Reality exists in 
what he described as the simulacra of endlessly repeated signs, symbols, images, 
or representations that constitute the collective experience. Society functions as 
a model of itself, creating what Baudrillard calls hyperreality. In turn, the media 
serves to interpret the hyperreal as real for the consumer. In his essay “The Van-
ishing Point of Communication,” Baudrillard wrote, 

we now live in the fantasy of the screen, of the interface, of 
contiguity, and networks . . . the interactivity of men has been 
turned into an interactivity of screens. We are images one to 
another, the only destiny of an image being the following im-
age on the screen.8

The rise of the media-saturated society of the post–Cold War world has 
created a new structural grammar whose rules for the production of mean-
ing, composed of a series of signs and images, are based on the logic of desire. 
Existing models based on the logic of reason no longer apply to the world of 
simulated reality that pervades the postmodern world. Signs no longer replicate 
reality. No basic foundation exists on which to engage in a systematic under-
standing of society. No one can be sure of what is known or what can even 
be considered correct. As Baudrillard again observed, “every event is virtually 
without consequences . . . open to all possible interpretations, none of which 
can fix meaning.”9

Postmodern theory has discredited two of the core assumptions of modern 
social theory: subject-centered reason and the stability of meaning.10 Postmod-
ernism has offered new theories and conceptions of society, history, and politics, 
exploring the most basic questions: What passes for knowledge? What is the 
relationship between power, knowledge, and truth? Knowledge is no longer 
held to be inherently good, nor is it ever complete; reality is relative, indis-
tinct, indeterminate, and communal. Human intellect alone is not the arbiter 
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of truth; truths of the past are no longer valid for the present. Truth, instead, is 
a social construction, existing only within a community. In the words of French 
postmodernist Michel Foucault, truth “is the object, under diverse forms, of 
immense diffusion and consumption . . . it is produced and transmitted under 
the control, dominant if not exclusive, of a few great apparatuses (university, 
army, writing, media); lastly, it is the issue of a whole political debate and social 
confrontation (‘ideological’ struggle).”11

The French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard asserted in his highly influ-
ential work The Postmodern Condition that to exercise political power, knowledge 
must be controlled. “Knowledge and power,” he wrote, “are simply two sides of 
the same question: who decides what knowledge is, and who knows what needs 
to be decided?” Postmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of authorities who 
attempt to provide a single dominant universal explanation for events; instead, 
knowledge “refines our sensitivities to differences and reinforces our ability to 
tolerate the incommensurable.” Technological transformations will not allow 
the nature of knowledge to be unchanged, he argues; instead, it will be mer-
cantilized. “It is conceivable,” Lyotard asserted, “that the nation-states will one 
day fight for control of information, just as they battled in the past for control 
over territory, and afterwards for control of access to and exploitation of raw 
materials and cheap labor.”12

Lyotard asserted that, in a world in which reality is destabilized, the grand 
narrative, used to assert unifying authority and legitimizing power, is suffering:

an internal erosion of the legitimacy principle of knowledge.  
. . . Knowledge is no longer the subject . . . but in the service of 
the subject. . . . The growth of power, and its self-legitimation 
. . . are now taking the route of . . . the operativity of infor-
mation.13 

Thus, the superpower is less able to dictate, construct, or sustain a domi-
nant worldview, as the United States and USSR did during the Cold War. Since 
the end of the Cold War, certainly, the United States has found it increasingly 
difficult to justify its actions or goals in terms that resonate with either a domes-
tic or global population. Indeed, the nation’s current strategic documents reveal 
an underlying uncertainty that the 150-year-old American idea of self-existence 
and self-identity are no longer automatically inducible. The postmodern con-
dition that Lyotard identified is that information alone is power: how informa-
tion—not objective truth or knowledge—is used and whose interests it serves is 
the emerging reality of the strategic environment.

The U.S. population is rapidly drifting toward becoming a postmodern 
society—a culture of image and novelty, marked by an “endless supply of catchy 
phrases, slightly bizarre images, and stylish ideas” that break the link between 
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truth and politics.14 American strategy analyst Steven Metz has addressed the 
larger ramifications for strategic leaders. He notes that in an emerging era of 
“post-truth” (certainly a clear manifestation of the postmodern condition), 
there is the capability of combining words and images to create a manufactured 
world that replaces everyday reality, making it significantly more difficult for 
the public in the United States and in other countries to distinguish lies, half-
truths, gossip, fantasy, code words, and phrases from reality. He warns this will 
destroy the traditional American notion of strategic communications, which is 
based on a basic trust in analysis to establish objective truth and the belief that 
this truth will ultimately win out.15

Russia has been the first country to adopt a strategy that combines real-
ism with a thorough understanding of the postmodern condition. The appear-
ance of armed, masked men in Crimea and eastern Ukraine; the downing of 
a commercial airliner; the use of nerve agents against Russian citizens abroad; 
and the attempted manipulation of public opinion to sway elections all exploit 
postmodern society’s lack of faith in truth; its notions of fungible reality; and 
its focus on multiple, equally valid narratives in a heavily layered simulacrum 
of images, words, and meanings. While not making the postmodern argument 
explicitly, Russia nonetheless confidently conveys a postmodernist meaning in 
its defense. In Russia, information is power. Satellite television and radio are 
integrated with the internet, social media, and contributions of professional 
and amateur journalists to manufacture information. Russia exploits national 
media outlets, as well as government and defense sources, shamelessly to pres-
ent a version of postmodern truth intended at once to reinforce domestic sup-
port while simultaneously confounding international public opinion. One of 
Russia’s most influential multimedia news providers is RT, which broadcasts in 
dozens of languages throughout Europe, and is especially popular as an online 
news source. Along with Sputnik, a news agency, these media outlets provide 
a remarkable combination of infotainment and disinformation. While reports 
often have elements of truth, these elements are skillfully blended with man-
ufactured information and manufactured sources.16 It is the perfect simulacra 
Jean Baudrillard would instantly recognize.

When confronted with evidence, the Kremlin blithely dismisses any charges 
or accusations, denying in essence the existence of objective truth, while also 
indirectly accepting yet rejecting indictments as an elitist narrative. In response, 
leaders and populations of the West have been thoroughly befuddled and par-
alyzed, claiming that Russia has embarked on a new form of warfare, when in 
fact, the postmodern society, when confronted with its own arguments and 
presented with its own rationale, cannot respond and its outrage quickly fades 
to mere concomitance. 

Russian society itself has adopted the postmodern worldview, heightened 
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by a sense of isolation and insecurity, creating many layers of alternate realities 
in troll farms and absorbing and reflecting a state-sanctioned, media-driven 
narrative of Western hostility. Russia essentially discounts the West’s claim to 
rules-based order as a modernist conceit that is nothing more than a narrative of 
power intended only to benefit the few at the expense of the many. 

War itself, as Mary Kaldor and Herfried Münkler have argued, has changed. 
Arguably it has become a new kind of war because war is now fought by post-
modern societies and has little resemblance to war fought by states for political 
ends. The state still exists, and therefore, the Clausewitzian trinity of the people 
(society), the government (politics), and the military may also still exist—but 
only symbolically. The military still functions as a traditional modernist insti-
tution, but it is largely divorced from the people. Politics is less concerned with 
state interests than the cosmopolitan demands of human security. Instead, what 
has replaced this trinity is an “intricate mix of physiological, psychological and 
sociological factors” related to the people and information that define the post-
modern condition.17

New wars today are, in actuality, varying levels of disordering violence 
and instability in areas of weak or nonexistent government control involving 
exceptionally complex sectarian, ideological, tribal, and ethnic interactions of 
armed groups and warlords fed by the involvement of regional and internation-
al actors. The violence is postmodern: there are no rules, norms, or limitations. 
Violence is an end in itself rather than serving a specific strategic political end. 
Münkler defines new war as the “gun-fed rise of socially excluded layers, who 
take revenge for past humiliations by killing those with a regular livelihood or 
perhaps even modest prosperity.”18 

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States and NATO have attempt-
ed to subordinate the primordial violence, anarchy, and enmity they have en-
countered in Africa, the Middle East, and Afghanistan to a rational policy that 
conforms to the Clausewitzian dictum of war: 

it is clear that war should never be thought of as something 
autonomous but always as an instrument of policy. . . . War is 
simply a continuation of political intercourse, with the addi-
tion of other means. . . . War cannot be divorced from political 
life.19 

The subordination of war to politics is the heart of modern concept of sover-
eignty, and it is the guiding principle of the superpower. 

In the postmodern strategic environment, an important question to ask is if 
this Clausewitzian relationship is still immutable. A multitude of nonstate and 
substate actors now possess the interests and motivations that drive the decision 
for war that were once solely the purview of the state. They are fueled by access 
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to both legal and illegal globalized networks for supplies and sustainment, serv-
ing their own interests.20 The byproduct of this disordering violence is material 
and ideological conflict and humanitarian disaster. 

The aims and objectives of these nonstate and substate actors relating to 
power relations could be understood as politics—the interaction of thinking 
and acting in an effort to exercise power and gain dominance against resistance. 
These power relations are often constituted as an ongoing struggle and contest 
of contending forces employing violence, coercion, and force and are under-
stood as having tactical and strategic aspects.21

If politics in a postmodern context refers to calculations and practices based 
on interests of power that touch issues of identity, culture, and history, the 
Clausewitzian relationship between war and politics is inverted. Michel Fou-
cault, in his analysis of power in terms of conflict, confrontation, and war, 
interpreted political struggles, clashes over or with power, or modifications of 
relations of force in a political system as a continuation of war. Thus, politics, 
practiced as conflict and confrontation, has become the continuation of war by 
other means.22 It is now possible to provide a general summary of the strategic 
landscape fabricated by postmodern thought. 

The validity of large-scale political movements or ideologies is rejected in post-
modern thought. Nationalism is suspect, giving way to localism, characterized by 
multiple centers of power and activity that are controlled by self-contained social 
groups, shaped by a global communication network, each with a distinct sense 
of identity, defined through culture, ethnicity, religion, ideology, and values 
and beliefs. Loyalty is given to the group, rather than to any central authority. 
Capable of interconnecting with a global audience almost at will, these groups 
exist in the perpetual present in online chat rooms, discussion forums, and 
comments sections on websites, where a recipient who belongs to a group trades 
information from another group perceived to be credible. In this constant trad-
ing and perpetuation of information, Lyotard’s postmodern vision has become 
a popular cultural phenomenon, employing a common language and applying 
collective philosophical concepts.23

Nearly everyone in postmodern society has an online persona (or personas), 
who functions in an alternative reality and can influence, or be influenced by 
(directly or indirectly), other contacts online. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) is a postmodern phenomenon, exploiting the simulacra of postmodern 
society to recruit young men and women to engage in a real-life version of the 
first-person shooter video games that they have made their personal version of 
reality.

In the postmodern strategic condition, culture and society both shape and 
create beliefs and values. People exist in a simulacrum of multilayered, contin-
ually changing background of social and psychological influences, composed 



125Dickson

Vol. 9, No. 2

of images and signs that both shape reality and how it is perceived and under-
stood. Media interprets the hyperreal as real for the consumer and dictates what 
is known. Because language is a form of privilege and authority, it is consid-
ered incapable of describing external realities, and therefore it is arbitrary and 
changeable. New realities are created through language, which offer continually 
changing meanings in relation to different times, or different conditions, or 
both.

The idea of extant truth is replaced by the idea that truth is constructed by 
people themselves, relative to environmental or social factors. Perspective is a 
matter of culture and environment and not gained by elitist metanarratives—
defined as a particular worldview or ideology often reflected through a broad 
historical portrait intended to reflect reality. These metanarratives are inher-
ently oppressive and deny marginalized groups in society a voice. All claims to 
authority or truth are disguised as claims to power. Faith in reason as a means 
of finding truth is questionable. Truth and reason themselves are outmoded 
concepts—reflecting nothing more than an accepted belief.24

The ramifications of this new strategic landscape are that the postmodern 
sociocultural environment functions in direct opposition to a national strategic 
community with a strategic culture that depends upon historical patterns and 
customarily accepted traditions, values, and symbols to understand the envi-
ronment and that approaches problems that involve either the threat of force or 
the actual use of force. Open markets and social identities “without universally 
acknowledged moral principles, international law norms, and accepted political 
practices” have created new power structures outside of the state.25 

This postmodern challenge to the superpower’s conceptualization of the re-
lationship between war, conflict, and peace should lead to a reassessment of how 
the United States can influence and order the international system. Perhaps 
seeking to examine how strategies of power are influencing the strategic envi-
ronment in terms of how threats are defined, understood, and resisted could be 
understood as war subordinated to politics.26 Foucault provides a key insight for 
the superpower. He observed that power exercises, circulates, and forms net-
works and “mechanisms of power cannot function unless knowledge, or rath-
er knowledge apparatuses, are formed, organized, and put into circulation.”27 

General Sir Rupert Smith, recognizing the postmodern condition, calls the new 
phenomenon “war amongst the people,” and he states that “information, not 
firepower, is the currency upon which it is run.”28 

When diplomats, strategists, and military professionals attempt to define and 
frame complex international problems, formulate strategy to support policy to 
achieve national security goals, or make decisions about employing the elements 
of national power in pursuit of interests, they begin with a common approach 
and a basic set of assumptions. Yet, each one of these assumptions is invalidated 
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by the postmodern theories and conceptions of society, history, and politics.
As the sole superpower, the United States is defined by its sovereignty, terri-

toriality, recognizable national identity, superior technology, military capability, 
and economic power. The postmodern strategic environment, however, places 
little importance on those defining elements of the nation-state as a strategic 
actor and indirectly imposes distinct limits on how national power is used. The 
traditional interests of states that serve as the source of competition and conflict 
hold little regard to a globalized, postmodern society where multiple identities 
and individualism are more important than appeals to a citizen’s loyalty and 
obligations to the state. The small, professional military force is disassociated 
from the population and functions nearly invisibly, causing increasing divisions 
in the civil-military relationship.29

By failing to understand the true structure of the post–Cold War strate-
gic environment defined by the postmodern condition, the superpower can 
be strategically confounded. Strategies, grand or otherwise, are difficult, if not 
impossible, to devise and implement. The large-scale employment of military 
force becomes increasingly questionable to a global population.

Faced with such a daunting reality, how is the strategic leader to approach 
the maintenance of an international order that supports American security and 
a peaceful environment while also encouraging the protection of democracy 
and human rights? If postmodernism is becoming the new geostrategic frame, 
it is necessary to understand its forms and functions. Our very understanding 
of the relationship between policy and strategy is being challenged. Can any 
view of policy and strategy be valid? How can statecraft be practiced? How 
are the conditions that define peace and war to be understood? The postmod-
ernists themselves may provide an answer. “The problem,” as Michel Foucault 
wrote, “is at once to distinguish among events, to differentiate the networks 
and levels to which they belong, and to reconstitute the lines along which they 
are connected and engender one another.”30 Thus, it is essential to structure the 
strategic design process in such a way that identifies networks of power and 
how knowledge functions within those networks, while also uncovering the 
multiple pathways that knowledge and power interconnect. The superpower 
can still employ its own significant network of power and knowledge to shape 
and influence events that favor its interests and goals, but it must recognize that 
this network of power and knowledge must now be employed in a postmodern 
context according to a different framework.

Policy is a function of strategy; strategy is a process of reasoning that imple-
ments a policy decision. Strategy applies the best methods available within the 
confines of the strategic environment to achieve the desired objectives. Distin-
guishing events, differentiating networks and levels associated with events, and 
reconstituting lines of connection is, in essence, a process of logic and reason, 
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which are the vital skills of the strategist. The strategist and strategic leader must 
be trenchant and perceptive observers of the postmodern condition in global 
society and define its essential nature in order to use a structured process based 
on logic, reason, and facts to allow strategy to function effectively to serve the 
superpower’s interests. 

The postmodern condition promotes diversity and relativism, along with 
multiple realities, each having its own unique discourse, and its essential char-
acteristic is “emotivism,” in which “judgments made by people are only ex-
pressions of feelings and personal preferences, and no longer carry any morally 
essential evidence.”31 Thus, the salient importance of political psychology and 
appreciating the significant interaction between actors and observers in the 
postmodern strategic environment is central to sustaining the superpower’s role, 
whose primary task is maintaining international stability, rather than enforcing 
it. This approach requires a level of intellectual discipline and a careful assess-
ment of where, when, and how American power is employed and to what effect 
it has in shaping what is known.32

Although the postmodern strategic environment imposes the same limita-
tions on all state actors, the superpower alone has the ability to use its power to 
create the image and idea that it is providing security and stability, which may 
actually be more effective than traditional efforts to use the elements of national 
power to impose a particular desired set of conditions on the strategic environ-
ment. Rather than basing strategy on a belief that the United States alone must 
maintain security and stability, the potentially powerful strategic effects of using 
perception to shape behavior in the postmodern environment should not be ig-
nored. Strategy’s character must continually evolve with changes in society. For 
any strategy to be employed successfully, an interlocking process of reasoning 
will be necessary to identify the labyrinthine modes of thought in postmodern 
society for the strategist to link strategic effect to the goals of policy. 

In the face of this consumer culture caught up in random change and satu-
rated with information, strategy remains essential to maintain peace within an 
international order that adheres to humane, moral values. It provides a coherent 
outline that bridges the gap between current and desired future conditions. 
Government policy—the need to bring together all elements of power for the 
advancement of long-term interests—selects the strategic objectives and shapes 
the strategic approach; yet, it must be flexible enough to adapt to changes in 
technology, society, and political ideas. Strategists and military leaders must 
take on a culturalist perspective to function within the postmodern environ-
ment, examining the postmodern condition analytically to understand the be-
liefs and attitudes that reveal behavior and perceptions of realities.33 

This culturalist approach does not mean that the postmodern condition is 
to be accepted as a valid way of ordering or understanding the world. Ironically, 
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it should be just the opposite; the culturalist approach uses all of the traditional 
modernist intellectual skills that the postmodernists reject. Within this cultur-
alist approach and analysis, strategists, diplomats, and military professionals 
must adhere to the verities of their professional development, education, and 
training, especially the essential idea of empirical research: social facts constitute 
an independently existing moral order. Civil society has a structure grounded 
in both an objective morality and an objective history that serve to explain hu-
manity, progress, and power. 

Rationality is manifested in the summation of theories, beliefs, principles, 
and facts that are used to understand the world. These basic principles for the 
strategist can be summarized as follows:
	 1. 	 The strategist must have the ability to know and apprehend the exter-

nal world through an objective and dispassionate examination of facts, 
while considering biases and assumptions.

	 2. 	 Certain beliefs exist.
	 3. 	 A confidence in human reason and the recognition of a proper method 

to acquire knowledge exists.
	 4. 	 Objective reality exists; genuine knowledge is possible; objective truth 

is indispensable.
	 5. 	 Language is essential to capture and mirror the real world accurately by 

putting thoughts into meaning for understanding; the full meaning of 
words is present in language.

Out of these principles come the following essential and enduring factors for 
the formulation and implementation of strategy: policy is a function of strategy; 
strategy is a process of reasoning that implements a policy decision. Strategy 
applies the best methods available within the confines of the strategic environ-
ment to achieve the desired objectives. For strategy to be employed successfully 
in the postmodern environment, an interlocking process of reasoning will be 
necessary to identify the complex and divergent modes of thought in postmod-
ern society. 

This means that a realist strategy as outlined in the current National Security 
Strategy can be implemented, but the goals and interests of that strategy must be 
pursued in an entirely new context. For the perceptive strategist, the inherent 
contradictions, skepticism, intellectual despair, rootlessness, and frustrations of 
postmodern society open innumerable opportunities for strategic initiative. The 
goal is to locate and identify the major forces and networks within postmod-
ern society that can be exploited, particularly between the elite and the popu-
lar masses. Postmodern society is characterized by psychological instability—a 
fragmentation of will and intellect. As the sole superpower, the U.S. goal for 
policy and strategy in the twenty-first century will be to create a situation for 
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which the postmodern condition has no answer in response outside of pure 
nihilism. 

The following is a proposed outline of action for the superpower in formu-
lating and implementing strategy in the postmodern strategic environment:34

	 1.	 Understand history—use the tools of historical inquiry—and the 
assessment of facts and logical conclusions derived from objective 
analysis to provide a historical perspective and assessment to explain 
contemporary events. Identify the causes of stability and instability and 
their influence from the postmodern perspective.

	 2.	 Using an objective, factual approach to characterize the present post-
modern strategic environment and define the policy-strategy linkages 
(the policy object outlined in terms of desired strategic gain balanced 
by risk). Define how these linkages are going to be perceived within a 
postmodern construct.

	 3.	 Identify key strategic tendencies that are both helping and hindering 
and are shaping the choices of an actor (state or nonstate).

	 4.	 Identify and prioritize the threats to your interests and vulnerabilities 
to those threats.

	 5.	 Define the desired ends by identifying the desired future environment, 
with an understanding that it must conform to some postmodern per-
ception of reality and explained within a frame that is at least compat-
ible with postmodern thought.

	 6.	 Choose the means to achieve ends with recognition of ultimate con-
sequences—define the change that will occur to the existing order 
and what will be necessary to adapt to those changes, recognizing that 
adjustments will have to be made continually—almost day-to-day, to 
conform to the postmodern strategic environment.

	 7.	 Assess the resources available during the time being considered. Can 
they be employed effectively in a media-saturated environment?

	 8.	 Define the various strategic lines of effort. These can be elements of 
national power at varying degrees of intensity, but far more likely will 
involve abstract psychological activities as well as a combination of 
limited overt violent actions to compel desired outcomes, or violent 
or nonviolent covert or clandestine actions. These will cause a set of 
events—intended to influence a friendly, enemy, neutral, as well as a 
domestic audience—to occur that work toward the desired end.

	 9.	 Seize and sustain the initiative in the argument—create and shape 
what is known within the simulacra. Create multilayered forms, signs, 
ideas, and images that are absorbed and accepted within the various 
social groups.
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Strategists, diplomats, and military professionals must maintain an adher-
ence to the modernist construct of reason and the validity of objective truth. 
However, they must be at the same time trenchant and perceptive observers of 
the postmodern condition in a global society to be able to define its essential 
nature in order to use a structured process based on logic, reason, and facts to 
allow strategy to function effectively for the United States, as the sole super-
power, to preserve a structure of peace and security in the face of the daunting 
challenges to the post–Cold War world order.
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