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The Super Bowl of Deterrence: The Ultimate Showdown in Strategic Overmatch

By
Greg Sharpe

In the realm of global security, imagine a contest not on the grassy fields of a stadium but
on the vast chessboard of international relations. This is the Super Bowl of deterrence, a high-
stakes game where the competitors are not athletes but nations wielding military and
technological might. In this epic showdown, the United States faces off against a formidable
“friendship without limits” that includes China and Russia as the main players, but also includes
Iran and North Korea. In this contest, agility, information, and technological advantages are the
keys to victory.

As the teams take the field, their profiles are worth noting. After all, they each bring a
different style of play to the field of competition.

The United States

The United States is a titan of technological innovation and military prowess. With a
defense apparatus that leverages cutting-edge technology, including cyber capabilities, stealth
technology, and unmanned systems, the Americans exemplify agility both in thought and action.

Its strength lies not just in its superior hardware but in its ability to integrate information
warfare, space dominance, and artificial intelligence to outpace and outthink its adversaries.
These strengths are also seen as weaknesses by the opponent, which they plan to exploit.

The Challengers

On the other side, China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea form an axis of strategic
adversaries. Each brings unique strengths to the table. What holds this team together is shared
desire to defeat the United States.

China, with its rapid military modernization and significant advancements in areas like
hypersonic weapons and space technology, poses a multidimensional threat. With the second
largest economy in the world and a population only rivaled by India, is should come as no
surprise that China finds itself in the Super Bowl of Deterrence.

Russia, seasoned in electronic warfare, unconventional strategies, and disinformation
brings a wealth of experience in disrupting adversary operations. Although Russia’s performance
shows a weakened player, the United States can never forget Russia’s trump card, which it has
yet to play.

Iran, with its asymmetric warfare tactics, proxies, and extensive international network,
excels in creating unpredictable challenges. In short, Iran is an agent of chaos on the field.

North Korea, as the smallest player on the field, adds a wildcard element with its nuclear
capabilities and cyber warfare tactics. America’s advantage against North Korea is that the North
Korean objective is a simple one: preserve the regime.
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The Game Plan

The Super Bowl of Deterrence is not won by brute force alone but by the ability to
disrupt the adversary’s decision cycle and achieve strategic overmatch. In many respects it is like
a game of chess, where the objective is to force the other player into a position where the only
option is defeat.

The US strategy hinges on its agility and technological edge, aiming to outmaneuver its
opponents by disrupting their communications, blinding their sensors, and sowing confusion
within their ranks. This game is about anticipation, where the US seeks to predict and counter its
adversaries’ moves before they can execute, effectively scoring preemptive strikes in this lethal
contest of wits and will.

The autocrats have a simple game plan: prevent the United States from moving forces
into the region by making them blind, deaf, and dumb through cyberattacks on command-and-
control systems and the American military’s logistics network. Attacks on American space assets
is also a key element of the autocrat strategy.

Role of Allies and Partnerships

In this complex game, American allies and global partners play a crucial role, akin to the
role played by special teams. The US leverages its network of alliances and partnerships to
extend its reach, gather intelligence, and coordinate actions that pressure and isolate the opposing
side. These relationships enhance the United States’ strategic positioning, providing logistical
support and enabling joint operations that amplify its power-projection capabilities.

The autocrats do not have a similar set of alliances and partnerships. With their team built
on a mutual desire to defeat the United States, the same level of trust and cooperation the United
States has with its allies does not exist. Thus, team cohesion is tenuous.

Conditions for Victory

Victory in the Super Bowl of Deterrence is measured not in points on a scoreboard but in
the ability to maintain global stability and prevent conflict. The ultimate goal for the United
States is to deter aggression and ensure that its adversaries think twice before acting. This
requires a delicate balance of showing strength without escalating tensions unnecessarily. This
includes employing a mix of diplomacy, economic power, and military forces to maintain the
status quo and protect national interests.

For the autocrats, victory is the toppling of the American-led international order. The
asymmetry of interest in the contest means that the two teams will play a very different game for
very different purposes. The dynamics of this contest are inherently unpredictable. Just as in
football, where a single play can change the outcome of the game, the Super Bowl of Deterrence
is fraught with uncertainties. Technological advancements, shifts in global politics, and
unexpected moves by any player can alter the strategic landscape, requiring constant vigilance
and adaptation by all involved.
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Conclusion

The Super Bowl of Deterrence stands as a testament to the importance of strategy,
technological supremacy, and the human element in the quest for global security. In this game,
the stakes are immeasurably high, and the consequences of failure are real. Through agility,
innovation, and strategic partnerships, the United States is positioned well and viewed by its
opponent as a formidable contender that is ready to defend its title and ensure peace in an ever-
changing world.

This epic contest is a vivid reminder that in the arena of global security, the game is
always on, and victory favors the prepared, agile, and resilient. Like football, good intentions
mean nothing. Preparation and capability mean everything.

Greg Sharpe is the Director of Communications and Marketing at the National Institute for
Deterrence Studies.
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