Would a China War Scenario
Break the Insiders’ Hold?

Mathew Burrows

Elizabeth Saunders has written a chilling book, The Insiders’ Game,
showing that the “facts on the ground” or the nation’s longer-term
interests have often taken a back seat to partisan political exigencies
when it comes to foreign policy. After a string of disastrous wars
in recent decades, the public’s trust in policymakers’ capacity to
make the right decision has taken a beating. Unless China attacks
first, a decision to intervene against it over Taiwan is unlikely to be
left up to the foreign policy elite. Not only would any military action
threaten a potentially ruinous escalation, but a war between the two
largest economic powers would ensure the downfall of the global
economy no matter who won militarily. Recent presidents Biden and
Trump have sensed that the public has grown increasingly opposed
to taking any major military risks.

S elites have led foreign policy for de-
cades, with disastrous results. As Eliza-
beth Saunders writes in her recent book,
The Insiders’ Game, partisan divides and
identities have played an important role. Partisan-
ship’s grasp on policy is not inevitable, however,
and the future challenge of China might offer op-
portunities to break the insiders’ hold.

Saunders has written a chilling and provocative
book documenting how foreign policy is the province
of elites on both sides of the political aisle, with the
publics whom they serve playing an ancillary part,
brought into the decision-making process when
convenient but mostly pushed aside. The sad fact is
that for most close-in witnesses—including my own
experience of twenty-eight years as a CIA analyst—all
of this comes as no surprise. In addition to the un-
democratic character of foreign policymaking, there
is the awful US record over the past seventy-five years
of turning military interventions into forever wars,
most notably in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan.

After reading The Insiders’ Game, one wonders
why the United States cannot find a way of better
grounding its decision-making on the “facts on the

ground” and on the country’s longer-term interests,
instead of letting inertia take over and hoping for
the best. The same story keeps repeating itself, like
the one so deftly described by Les Gelb and Rich-
ard Betts in their famous analysis! of Vietnam War
decision-making: planning for failure. Many of the
decisions to continue to fight were made to satisfy
other objectives, such as President Lyndon Johnson’s
efforts to save his domestic aspirations in Congress,
rather than facing reality and trying to end the con-
flict and restore peace. Even more objectionable was
President George W. Bush’s adventurism, spawned
by his yearnings for revenge after the 9/11 attacks
and the timidity of much of the opposition.

Hawks and Doves: Partisan
Identities Shape Elite Actions

Despite what appears on the surface as the per-
verted nature of US foreign policymaking, Saun-
ders shows there is a rationale behind it—a sort
of “method” to the elite’s “madness.” Democratic
presidents usually prioritize a domestic agenda and
fear risking that agenda if they follow their more

1 Les H. Gelb and Richard K. Betts, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked (The Brookings Institution Press, May 31, 2016).
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dovish inclinations on foreign policy. Republicans
are in a stronger position, being naturally more
hawkish, which sometimes gives them the ability to
be “dovish”—like President Richard Nixon working
to open up Communist China, which he otherwise
loathed and lambasted. Nevertheless, even if the
Democratic Party leaned heavily toward getting out
of Vietnam, particularly after their 1968 electoral
defeat, Nixon faced pressures from the Republican
right wing not to admit defeat. Nixon and his na-
tional security advisor Henry Kissinger also feared
losing US credibility on the world stage if the United
States simply gave up, prompting them to expand
the conflict with an invasion of Cambodia before
aggressively pursuing a peace deal that they thought
would guarantee an honorable retreat. As it was,
two years later, the game was up for all to see in
the humiliating fall of Saigon. Nixon was no longer
president, having had his own ignominious fall, but
Kissinger remained secretary of state under Gerald
Ford. When writing about that day, Kissinger did not
admit any responsibility for the failure, seeming to
blame Watergate instead: “For the sake of our long-
term peace of mind, we must someday undertake
an assessment of why good men on all sides found
no way to avoid this disaster and why our domestic
drama first paralyzed and then overwhelmed us.
But, on the day the last helicopter left the roof on
the embassy, only a feeling of emptiness remained. ™

More recently, President Barack Obama only
partly avoided the endless-war trap. Having cam-
paigned against the war before he was elected to the
Senate in 2005, Obama could not completely free
himself from the “dove curse,” labeling the Afghan
conflict as the “good” war during his presidential
campaign. As Saunders describes it, Obama—like
most of his predecessors—succumbed to pressure
for a bigger military surge in Afghanistan than he
favored. Politically, Obama felt that it was important
to show that he and his Democratic Party were not
“wimps” because they condemned the “bad” war in
Iraq. Obama was against any large surge and closer
to Vice President Joe Biden’s idea for a targeted
counterterrorism approach, but he was fearful of
military opposition, which forced him to compro-
mise with the Department of Defense (DoD) on a
surge of thirty thousand soldiers. In doing so, he
missed an opportunity to wind down the war and
save American lives.

Like other Democratic presidents, Obama’s prior-
ity was domestic reform, but unlike many of them, he
was fortunate that his party controlled both houses,
including a brief filibuster-proof Senate superma-
jority of sixty members when he entered the White
House in 2009. Obama was not dependent on Re-
publican votes for passing his controversial health-
care reform, so it remains a bit of a mystery why he
angered some of his fellow Democrats by backing a
troop surge in Afghanistan in 2009. Saunders quotes
Democratic Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi as
recalling that “I have to admit that this [sending
21,000 troops at the start of Obama’s term before
the later surge] wasn’t what we had in mind.”* In
2010, Congress approved “Obamacare,” even though
all Republicans in the House and Senate opposed it,
plus thirty-four Democrats in the House—demon-
strating the Democrats’ strength at that time and
raising a question about whether Obama needed to
compromise on the issue of Afghanistan.

Instead of Obama being worried about Congress,
Saunders believes that the new president was more
intent on keeping his “team of rivals” intact, espe-
cially Robert Gates,® who had served in the Bush
administration and who Obama appointed as de-
fense secretary. Demonstrating that presidential
toughness is more than just a political necessity—as
in the Harry Truman and John F. Kennedy cases—
Obama showed that it was a deep-seated psycho-
logical trait of Democratic doves.

An Important Exception

Saunders, however, mostly ignores one crucial
example of a Democratic president demonstrating
“toughness” through compromise to avoid war. The
Cuban Missile Crisis risked turning into a nuclear
Armageddon. The 1962 ten-day crisis could have
been one of those occasions when a Democratic
president felt he had to be a hawk. Kennedy received
advice from no less than the dean of US post—World
War II diplomacy, Dean Acheson, as well as from
generals, such as Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis
LeMay, who urged him to bomb the missile sites
on Cuban soil. Acheson later admitted that such
bombings could very well have elicited a military
retaliation from Moscow. Fortunately, Kennedy had
read Barbara Tuchman’s book The Guns of August,
about World War I, published just months before
the Cuban Missile Crisis.® In his memoir, Swords
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and Plowshares, Gen. Maxwell Taylor recalled how
the book came up during his discussions with the
president during the crisis:

An avid reader of history, Kennedy has been
greatly impressed by Barbara Tuchman’s The
Guns of August, which he often quoted as evi-
dence that the generals are inclined to have a
single solution in a crisis and thus tie the hands
of the political leaders by leaving them with the
choice between doing nothing and accepting an
inflexible war plan. As he read Tuchman’s book,
it was the rigidity of the mobilization plans both
of the Triple Alliance and of the Triple Entente
which made it impossible for the diplomats to
avert a world war in 1914. . . . In the midst
of the crisis, he told his brother Bobby: “I am
not going to follow a course which will allow
anyone to write a comparable book about this
time [and call it] The Missiles of October.””

As with other Democratic presidents, Kennedy
had ambitious domestic plans that he did not want
to give up, but, in this case, Congress had little or
no direct influence, not knowing what was under
consideration by the Kennedy administration. Ar-
thur Schlesinger wrote in The Imperial Presidency
that “there was no legislative consultation, there
was most effective executive consultation . . . but
Congress played no role at all. . . . It was only after
he had made his decision that Kennedy called in
congressional leaders. The object was not to consult
them but to inform them.”® A greater congressio-
nal role could have complicated the back-channel
deal that he and his brother, Robert F. Kennedy,
worked out: The Soviet Union would withdraw its
missiles and, in return, the United States would go
ahead with the already-planned dismantling of its
Jupiter missiles in Turkey that were pointing at the
Soviets—something that Kennedy wanted to keep
a secret for fear of the potential congressional and
public blowback.

We now know how close we came to nuclear di-
saster. In pursuit of a Soviet submarine to enforce
the naval quarantine of Cuba, the US Navy used
training depth charges to force it to surface with-
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out knowing that the Soviet submarines carried
nuclear-tipped torpedoes. The crew of the targeted
B-59 submarine had lost contact with Moscow and,
hearing the depth charges, thought war had broken
out. The Soviet captain wanted to retaliate, but he
needed the concurrence of two other senior offi-
cers. One of them, Vasili Alexandrovich Arkhipov,
refused.’ It was a fraught moment and one in which
Congress was thankfully cut out. Kennedy could
pursue his dovish sentiments and end the threat
of a nuclear war.

Overmilitarizing US
Foreign Policy

Saunders makes much of the interplay of elite
politics, but she doesn’t mention the wider causes
underlying the breakdown of effective policymaking.
Diplomacy has been the poor stepchild in the panoply
of foreign policy tools, which has helped to boost
hard-power options. Even defense secretaries, such
as Gates, have argued against the “overmilitarization”
of US foreign policy, advocating more funding of
the State Department.'° Even in the case of Iraq—in
which the State Department, the US Agency for In-
ternational Development, and others were patently
more skilled—the Department of Defense was left
in charge of nation-building.!! I remember one ex-
change with a senior-level diplomat who captured
the disparity: When State screws up, it is punished
and Congress takes away funding, but it’s different
for the CIA, which Congress sees and favors (along
with the DoD) as one of the hard-power components
of US national security. Unlike the State Department,
every “intelligence failure” earns the CIA more fund-
ing—as happened after 9/11—to correct the problem.
In numbers of personnel and resources, US foreign
policy is overmilitarized. Hence, if you only have a
hammer, every national security problem is a nail.
Moreover, from my own personal knowledge, many
DoD officers dislike having responsibility for tasks—
such as nation-building—that they are not trained
for, and yet US foreign policy leaders tend to assign
such tasks to the military.

What’s behind this penchant for hawkishness? It’s
not clear. After the Vietnam War, there was certainly
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an element of guilt for all the suffering endured by
servicemen during the war and afterwards when
they were not all welcomed home. At the time, much
of the public and many politicians saw the military
leadership as digging an ever-deeper hole for the
United States—calling for more conscripts to be
sent to fight a war that some government leaders
believed was futile. From burning flags in the 1960s
and early 1970s, the public mood has shifted to
trying to honor those who give service, and soldiers
returning from wars in Afghanistan and Iraq came
home to a more supportive reception.

The overmilitarization of US foreign policy is
even more ironic when you consider that, of all
the great powers, the United States benefits from
two natural barriers on either side—the Atlantic
and Pacific Oceans—and friendly neighbors to the
north and south. Even after the Soviet Union and
Warsaw Pact collapsed beginning in 1989, the US
military continued to grow after a short pause, with
current spending totaling more than 40 percent of
all military expenditure worldwide and troops be-
ing stationed in 150 countries.!? The United States
has undertaken more military interventions—nine,
from the ouster of Manuel Noriega in Panama to
the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq—than the
six significant military operations from 1945 to
1988 when the Soviet Union could be said to have
presented an existential risk.’® After 9/11, Bush
declared a War on Terror, ignoring the advice of
many terrorism experts who saw “war” as the wrong
frame for fighting terrorism.*

Shifts in Partisanship

But Republicans—more than other Americans—
may be changing, in that the small or forever wars
don’t now seem in favor, according to opinion polls.
While the Republican Party has been out front call-
ing for pouring money into the DoD and praising
military valor, beginning with his 2016 term, Pres-

ident Donald Trump—whose victory was helped by
military veterans voting for him by a 2-to-1 mar-
gin'*—brought about a sea change, as he criticized
Republican and Democratic predecessors alike for
their inability to shut down the forever wars.
More recently, we have seen Republicans split on
support for Ukraine despite Russia’s brutal aggres-
sion against it. Some older Republicans like Sen.
Mitch McConnell see parallels between Adolf Hitler
and Vladimir Putin, but other Republicans, follow-
ing Trump’s lead, argue that funding for Ukraine
would be better spent at home. There are conflict-
ing reports about Republican House Speaker Mike
Johnson’s change of mind and decision in April 2024
to bring the Ukraine aid bill to the floor, but it seems
that the intelligence!” that the Biden administration
showed him played an important role—along with
the subtle threat that, without the bill, the Republi-
cans would be responsible for Ukraine “los[ing] on
the battlefield by the end of 2024,”'® and Johnson
did not want that on his conscience. This scenario
is far different from what Saunders has described
for past critical national security decisions. In this
case, the Democratic president was the hawk and
the conservative Republicans were doves, more
concerned about funding for domestic ends.
Moreover, what also has changed, which Saunders
hints at,' is the increasing polarization. In a fas-
cinating 2021 study of Senate votes, Lee Drutman
summarized the problems with bipartisanship:

The political environment most senators in-
habit makes public bipartisanship anywhere
from difficult to politically suicidal. This is for
a variety of reasons. . . . Party leaders keep
most potential “bipartisan” bills from reaching
the floor and, perhaps most importantly, . . .
the national parties are now geographically
isolated, meaning there’s minimal overlap in
the interests and values the parties represent.*
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This deep-seated partisanship has made it im-
possible for either party to work with the other.
Cooperation is seen as a political sin. Partisanship
is not new, but there’s agreement among observ-
ers and congressional members that it never has
reached this level in their lifetimes. Critical national
security issues such as immigration and control of
the borders have been politicized: “The last compre-
hensive immigration reform was enacted almost four
decades ago, during Ronald Reagan’s presidency.”!

China: An Exception to
Growing Partisanship

The old dynamic described by Saunders also
doesn’t apply to the all-party alarm over China.
Biden promised to defend Taiwan against any Chi-
nese invasion, ending “strategic ambiguity,” and for
the first time, in late 2023, signed off on an admit-
tedly small grant,?? not a loan, setting a precedent
for the United States to arm Taiwan. In 2024, he
also provided $345 million of military aid to Taiwan
using a drawdown authority passed by Congress in
December 2022, fostering “a closer military rela-
tionship.”?® There was no quid pro quo that Biden
was after with the Republicans, as even if he sought
to appeal to them for help on his domestic agenda,
they would not have given it to him. The Inflation
Reduction Act and COVID-19 relief passed on party
line votes; only on the infrastructure bill did thirteen
Republicans join in the House to ensure its passage.

Both Trump and Biden have said they don’t want
war, but with numerous bipartisan delegations trav-
eling to Taipei to offer their support, there is no
hiding the growing consensus on Capitol Hill that
Taiwan (which China labels as an errant province) is
a US strategic asset that must not fall into Beijing’s
hands. Some see the situation as the new Berlin Wall,
in which there cannot be any compromise between
the United States and China. The most vocal advo-
cates for US protection for Taiwan against China
come from the Republican right. A series of bills in
2020 and 2021,%* including “a preemptive author-
ization for the use of military force to defend Tai-
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wan, the reestablishment of the US Navy’s Taiwan
Patrol Force, and an end to the policy of strategic
ambiguity,” were introduced by a group of hawkish
Republican senators and members of Congress but
received Democratic support. At the same time,
when the Biden administration was trying to tamp
down tensions with Beijing, Pelosi made a visit to
Taipei despite White House and DoD opposition.?®

More often than not,
pressure to appear strong
against China is bipartisan,

and the competition is not
between hawks and doves
but over who can be harsher
on China.

Soon after Pelosi’s trip to Taiwan, the Senate Com-
mittee on Foreign Relations debated the Taiwan
Policy Act—legislation that had the dual sponsorship
from then chair Democratic Sen. Robert Menendez
and his Republican counterpart, Sen. James Risch.
The legislation would have upgraded US ties with
Taiwan, making Taiwan a major non-NATO ally
and giving $6 billion in defense funds, as well as
preauthorizing sanctions against China in the event
of its aggression. The bill was watered down but
became part of the Taiwan Enhanced Resilience
Act, with bipartisan support.2°

As Christopher S. Chivvis and Hannah Miller write:
“Those pushing for a more aggressive response have
mostly had the upper hand and those who might pre-
fer a more moderate approach have found themselves
on the back foot, concerned that attempts to moderate
could be portrayed as weakness or as un-American
to voters.”?”” More often than not, pressure to appear
strong against China is bipartisan, and the competi-
tion is not between hawks and doves but over who can
be harsher on China. In case of a Chinese invasion,
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the US president—no matter which party—would
face strong bipartisan congressional pressure to
defend Taiwan. Gone is the Republican hawk and
Democratic dove dynamic that Saunders analyzed
in cases running through Obama’s presidency. On
China, the congressional moderates in either party
are increasingly in the minority.

But Will the American Public
Go Along?

In Saunders’s examples, public opinion doesn’t
play a big role—that’s why she brands foreign policy
as an elite plaything. Certainly, Americans’ views of
China are negative. In a 2024 Pew Research Center
survey,?® for the fifth year in a row “about eight-
in-ten Americans report an unfavorable view of
China, including 43% who hold a very unfavorable
opinion.” But in a review of polls testing whether
Americans would support defending Taiwan against
China, only between a third and half of respondents
between 2018 and 2023 said they would approve
sending troops.? In the 2024 Pew poll, younger
voters were less likely to see China as an enemy.
And the Chicago Council on Global Affairs found
in a March 2023 survey that “pluralities of these
younger generations think military approaches are
overused in US foreign policy.”°

A military intervention to stop a Chinese inva-
sion would likely turn into a major war, making it
a harder sell for many Americans leery of war. A
2022 Center for Strategic and International Studies
wargame scenario of a Taiwan invasion by China

saw the United States succeeding in stopping China
from conquering the island, but the “cost of war for
all sides was high with estimates of 10,000+ total
casualties. The US lost 10—20 warships, two aircraft
carriers, 200—400 warplanes, and around 3,000+
troops were killed in three weeks of fighting.”*! Other
wargames tell the same story. In such circumstances,
going to war against a nuclear China would be a
domestic as well as international gamble for a US
president. The war would not be fought with limited
consequences at home, as happened with the forever
wars. According to the economic analyst examining
the 2022 wargame: “China is . . . the world’s top
manufacturing hub, [and] Taiwan is the leading
producer of advanced semiconductors.”* In addi-
tion, global shipping would be severely disrupted.
Chinese ports accounted for roughly 40 percent of
shipping volume among the world’s one hundred
largest ports® in 2020. In 2022, nearly half of the
global container fleet and 88 percent of the largest
ships transited®* through the Taiwan Strait. Tai-
wan is also a critical node® connecting submarine
cables® from China with the rest of the world.””

I doubt these costs and others could be covered
up—unlike what happened in the lead-up to the
Iraq invasion in which the Bush administration
successfully dodged much discussion, firing Army
Chief of Staff Gen. Eric Shinseki®® when he was up-
front in a congressional hearing that a much larger
number of troops would be needed for the war in
Iraq. Bush also let go his economic advisor, Law-
rence Lindsey,* when he predicted the cost would

28 Christine Huang, Laura Silver, and Laura Clancy, “Americans Remain Critical of China,” Pew Research Center, May 1, 2024,
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2024/05/01/americans-remain-critical-of-china/.

29 Russell Hsiao, “Recent Trendlines in American Public Opinion on the Defense of Taiwan,” Global Taiwan Institute, Nov. 1, 2023,
https://globaltaiwan.org/2023/11/recent-trendlines-in-american-public-opinion-on-the-defense-of-taiwan/.

30 Dina Smeltz and Emily Sullivan, “Young Americans Question US Global Engagement, Chicago Council on Global Affairs, March 22, 2023,
https://globalaffairs.org/research/public-opinion-survey/young-americans-question-us-global-engagement.

31 For information on the wargaming, see Justin Katz and Valerie Insinna, “A Bloody Mess’ with ‘Terrible Loss of Life’: How a China-US Con-
flict over Taiwan Could Play Out,” Breaking Defense, August 11, 2022, https://breakingdefense.com/2022/08/a-bloody-mess-with-terrible

-loss-of-life-how-a-china-us-conflict-over-taiwan-could-play-out/.

32 “Semiconductor Wafer Capacity by Geographic Region (2020),”

https://anysilicon.com/semiconductor-wafer-capacity-by-geographic-region-2020/.

33 Lloyd’s List, “One Hundred Ports 2021,” https://lloydslist.maritimeintelligence.informa.com/-/media/lloyds-list/images/top-100-ports-2021

/top-100-ports-2021-digital-edition.pdf.

34  Kevin Varley, “Taiwan Tensions Raise Risks in One of Busiest Shipping Lanes,” Bloomberg, August 2, 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com
/news/articles/2022-08-02/taiwan-tensions-raise-risks-in-one-of-busiest-shipping-lanes?sref=VZPf2pAM&leadSource=uverify%20wall.

35 Christine McDaniel and Weifeng Zhong, “Submarine Cables and Container Shipments: Two Immediate Risks to the US Economy If China
Invades Taiwan,” Mercatus Center, August 29, 2022, https://www.mercatus.org/research/policy-briefs/submarine-cables-and-container

-shipments-two-immediate-risks-us-economy-if.

36 Matthew P. Goodman and Matthew Wayland, “Securing Asia’s Subsea Network: US Interests and Strategic Options,” Center for Strategic
and International Studies, April 5, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/securing-asias-subsea-network-us-interests-and-strategic-options.

37 Gerard DiPippo, “What Are the Economic Stakes of a Taiwan Conflict?,” in Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Are Washington
and Beijing on a Collision Course over Taiwan?,” October 6, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/are-washington-and-beijing-collision

-course-over-taiwan.

38 Nicolaus Mills, “The General Who Understood Iraq from the Start,” Dissent, April 25, 2008,
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/online_articles/the-general-who-understood-irag-from-the-start/.

39 James Fallows, “Paying the Cost of Iraq for Decades to Come,” The Atlantic, March 29, 2013,
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2013/03/paying-the-costs-of-irag-for-decades-to-come/274477/.



be $200 billion, four times higher than the Bush
administration’s 2003 projections of a $50—60 bil-
lion war. Today, the total price is estimated to be
over $3 trillion, with veterans’ medical and other
costs still accumulating.*® With public trust in the
US government at historic lows,* it’s unlikely the
human and economic costs of a Sino-US war could
be swept under the rug. In such a war scenario, US
public opinion may break through, widening the
narrow elite debates that Saunders describes and
finally bringing democracy to bear on foreign policy.
At least that’s my hope.

WOULD A CHINA WAR SCENARIO BREAK THE INSIDERS’ HOLD?
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