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Letter to Our Elected Prince 

W hen Niccolò Machiavelli addressed his book about 
power—the favorite subject of princes, premiers, pro-
fessors, and presidents—to Prince Lorenzo de’ Medici 

in 1513, he implored him to “gaze down from the summit of your 
lofty position toward this humble spot, [where] you will recognise 
the great and unmerited sufferings inflicted on me by a cruel fate.” 
The author of The Prince was pleading with Lorenzo to restore his 
lost government post. His masterpiece, in other words, was a job 
application. 

This book is also about power, but it is not a job application. It 
may even fulfill my quest for the model anti–government job ap-
plication. For, as I call your attention to the missteps on the road to 
gaining and retaining power, as Machiavelli did for his prince nearly 
five centuries ago, I am sure to offend many of the missteppers,  
just as the power master did. Officials (and would-be officials) still 
haven’t learned to appreciate even the most heartfelt and generous 
public advice on how to repair their mistakes. 

Nor is this a partisan book. I am a frequent and equal-opportu-
nity critic. I have also served both Republicans and Democrats. In 
recent years, however, I have become much more a critic than an 
admirer of both parties. That applies especially to George W. Bush, 
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but also to William Jefferson Clinton. Both men and their parties 
have made me not partisan, but just a bit surly. 

Nor is this a book on how to transform the world into a demo-
cratic, threat-free, free-market paradise. I have long believed with 
Machiavelli that visionaries do more harm than good, and have 
therefore subdued my enthusiasm for them with this saying: With-
out vision, men die; with vision, more men die. My hope is to offer a 
clear sense of direction, but not a vision. 

This book, I must admit to you, is more about reminders than 
revelations. We need to be reminded of the proven ways to think 
sensibly about power and policy. As you feed on these reminders 
of old and forgotten wisdom, I hope you will stumble upon some 
useful revelations as well—revelations on what’s old and new about 
power in the world of the twenty-first century, and how to use to-
day’s novel blends of power. 

My career has spanned three worlds that center on power: gov-
ernment, journalism, and think tanks. I was executive assistant to 
Jacob Javits, the Republican senator from New York; then later, di-
rector of policy planning and arms control in the Pentagon under 
President Lyndon B. Johnson; and later still, assistant secretary for 
politico-military affairs in the State Department under President 
Jimmy Carter. In my years with The New York Times, I worked as na-
tional security correspondent, op-ed page editor, and foreign affairs 
columnist. Intermittently, I was a senior fellow at the Brookings 
Institution and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
both in Washington, D.C., and served as president of the Council 
on Foreign Relations in New York City. 

My interest in international affairs and power began when I 
earned my doctorate at Harvard under the direction of professors 
Stanley Hoffmann and Henry Kissinger. The latter’s most memo-
rable advice to me still resonates: “To be profound, it is necessary 
to be obscure.” I fear that in this book I shall once again disappoint 
him. 

I write this book for the millions of Americans and others around 
the world who have been bewildered and embittered for decades 
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about the endless parade of grievous and terribly costly U.S. for-
eign policy mistakes, and about the lack of common sense in our 
foreign policy. Intuitively, most Americans sense that there must be 
a better way—and they are right. This book shows them why they 
are right. 

But I address this book to you, President Obama (and to your 
successors, of course), just as Machiavelli wrote for his prince, be-
cause when it comes to foreign policy—even in our twenty-first-
century democracy—presidents are princes. You make policy, and 
you decide on war or peace. 

By contrast with princes of yore, however, you are an elected 
prince. That gives my fellow citizens the responsibility to learn 
enough about the world and policy alternatives to judge you. 

While you, Mr. President, are the main addressee for this book, 
power is its star. Permit me a final admonition, then, that brings 
you and power together before you embark on these pages: Power is 
power. It is neither hard nor soft nor smart nor dumb. Only you can 
be hard, soft, smart, or dumb. 





Introduction 

It was reserved for Augustus to relinquish the ambitious design 
of subduing the whole earth, and to introduce a spirit of modera-
tion into the public councils,” wrote Edward Gibbon in The His-

tory of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, first published in 1776. 
“Inclined to peace by his temper and situation, it was easy for him to 
discover that Rome, in her present exalted situation, had much less 
to hope than to fear from the chance of arms; and that, in the pros-
ecution of remote wars, the undertaking became every day more dif-
ficult, the event more doubtful, and the possession more precarious, 
and lest [sic] beneficial. The experience of Augustus added weight to 
these salutary reflections, and effectually convinced him that, by the 
prudent vigour of his counsels, it would be easy to secure every con-
cession which the safety or the dignity of Rome might require from 
the most formidable Barbarians.” 

I quote Gibbon here not to suggest the decline and fall of the 
United States, although that thought can’t be dismissed in these 
troubled times. Rather, I quote him to note his judgment that after 
years of turmoil and imperial overreach, Emperor Caesar Augustus 
put a sensible understanding of power back into Roman power. 

My first goal in this book is to put power back into American 
power, to fit it to twenty-first century realities and thus make it ef-
fective again. My second is to restore common sense to the exercise 
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of that power and the making of American foreign policy. 
Power is as vital today as ever in securing national interests. It 

remains the necessary means to all important international ends, 
the principal coin of the global realm. 

Power rules, still, and there still are rules on how best to exercise 
it. The rules differ from those penned by Niccolò Machiavelli in 
The Prince almost 500 years ago, but share the same roots in a mixed 
view of human nature and a constant sense of the uncertainties of a 
semi-anarchic world. 

The problem is that the core meaning of power has been lost, or 
even worse, hijacked by various liberals and conservatives in a constant 
and all-consuming battle. These warriors chose their battleground 
well. They knew that whoever defines power controls U.S. foreign 
policy. As they contended, power became more an ideological weapon 
in internal political wars than an instrument of foreign policy. 

The first task now is to clear away the smoke and take back the 
discussion of power from the looters and the fashion designers of in-
ternational policy, whose creations have temporarily delighted those 
always searching for new and big truths. That means jousting with 
the leading voices of our time—the soft and hard powerites, Amer-
ica’s premature grave diggers, the world-is-flat globalization crowd, 
and the usually triumphant schemers who ceaselessly demand that 
America “must do” certain things regardless of their achievability. 

Power is not soft, or hard, for that matter. It is what it always 
was—essentially the capacity to get people to do what they don’t 
want to do, by pressure and coercion, using one’s resources and po-
sition. The idea is to cause others to worry about what you can do 
for them or to them. Persuasion, values, and the use of force can and 
often do flow into power, but at its core, power is psychological and 
political pressure. 

We are not in, nor are we entering, a post-American era. In the 
first place, this fashionable observation incorrectly suggests that the 
United States dominated the Cold War era. But Washington was 
not the master of that bipolar universe; the Soviet Union was also 
a superpower. In the second place, Washington did not even rise 
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to the role of shaper, let alone dictator, in the fleeting and hopeful 
window between the collapse of the Soviet Union and today. The 
much-predicted post-American era may indeed be on the horizon, if 
our economy and government falter, and if we continue to butcher 
our foreign policy. But we’re not there yet. 

The world is not flat—that is, flattened by economic globaliza-
tion, the information revolution, and the equalization of power. 
The shape of global power is decidedly pyramidal—with the United 
States alone at the top, a second tier of major countries (China, Japan, 
India, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Brazil), 
and several tiers descending below. Even the smallest countries now 
occupy a piece of the international pyramid and have, particularly, 
enough power to resist the strong. But among all nations, only the 
United States is a true global power with global reach. 

To be at the top, even alone, does not give the United States the 
power to dominate; there is too much resisting power now slosh-
ing around in the world for that. But being the sole occupant of 
the world pyramid’s penthouse does provide one absolutely critical 
attribute: It leaves the United States with the unique power to lead, 
not anywhere it wants, but toward the solution of major interna-
tional problems such as issues of trade, security, and the environ-
ment. Most countries know full well that if Washington fails to or-
ganize action on a major issue, nothing is likely to get done. Thus, 
the power to lead derives from the power to solve problems in the 
interests of the key nations involved. 

Nor, as some would argue, is the world nonpolar in the sense 
that there are no important concentrations of power. The world is 
a blend of unipolarity and multipolarity. The United States is the 
indispensable leader, the only nation capable of leading with regard 
to the world’s key threats and opportunities. No one can seriously 
doubt this kind of unipolarity. It makes the United States the para-
mount power, but not by any stretch the dictator in war or peace. 

This, in turn, means that Washington can’t solve major problems 
on its own. Unilateral action even in military extremis isn’t likely to 
work. Washington couldn’t even begin to fight in Afghanistan, for 
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example, without dozens of countries allowing overflights and bases 
providing many other forms of cooperation. This is where multipo-
larity comes in: Other key nations—which also can’t solve problems, 
either on their own or together—are equally indispensable as part-
ners in solving problems. 

This clear mutual dependence makes mutual indispensability the 
central operating principle for power in the twenty-first century. 
Beyond reasonable argument, it means this: We fail alone, but can 
succeed together. We need others and we have the requisite power 
to lead them to solve problems, and they most assuredly need us. 
Recognition of mutual indispensability, alas, does not guarantee 
common action, given the separatist tugs of internal politics and 
perceived national interests. It does, however, point leaders in the 
right direction. 

This concept is most certainly not a recipe for a policy of weak-
kneed multilateralism or the orgiastic massing of nations committed 
to inaction on their own or through the United Nations. Rather, 
it prompts Washington to forge power coalitions of key and rel-
evant states whose combined powers can solve the problem at hand. 
This is not a disguise for old-fashioned multilateralism or a sheep in 
wolf’s clothing; it is a commonsensical formula for exercising power 
successfully in the twenty-first century. 

There is a final and essential battle to win in order to restore the 
power of American power: It is to defang those liberals and conserva-
tives who repeatedly corner our leaders into making commitments 
they cannot fulfill. America has endured more than half a century’s 
worth of these unattainable goals. We live with them now: nation-
building in places such as Afghanistan, where there is no coherent 
nation and certainly no outsider could do this for them anyway; 
spreading democracy to countries such as Iraq with no tradition of, 
or foundations for, democracy; and insisting on bringing such places 
as Georgia or Ukraine under NATO’s wing with neither the intent 
nor the capability of actually sending troops to defend them. False 
promises and failures are the surest way to kill power. 

None of this is to argue that there are not situations and mo-
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ments when normal prudence must give way to national commit-
ment, national willpower, and national sacrifice. This is the only 
possible response to the Hitlers and present-day terrorists who must 
be convinced of our unrelenting resolve and power to defeat them. 
But this degree of resolve and sacrifice should be reserved for only 
the most palpable and dire dangers. 

To me, all these analyses, judgments, and prescriptions flow 
from common sense. To me, all power and policy issues are best 
governed by common sense, and not elevated into rocket science. 
But our leaders forever find themselves being dragged off practical 
paths by the demons of principles, politics, and the arrogance of 
power—and into tragic failures. 

In the end, this is a book that tries to restore the effectiveness of 
American power by fighting for good old American common sense. 
Augustus was never so foolish as to skimp on the Roman legions or 
neglect Rome’s economy. But on the basis of those assets and Rome’s 
formidable position in its world, he came to employ “the prudent  
vigour of his counsels”—meaning his tough yet restrained pressure 
on others—as the principal means to exercise power and protect 
Roman interests even “from the most formidable Barbarians.” 





Part I 
Power in the New World 





C H  A  P  T  E  R  1  

The Revolution in World Power 

Here’s the central paradox of twenty-first-century world affairs: 
The United States is probably the most powerful nation in history, 
yet far more often than not, it can’t get its way. The 500-year story 
that led up to the current state of affairs reveals the new and revo-
lutionary rules and rhythms of international power. 

Fidel Castro’s Cuba, one of the world’s smaller and weaker na-
tions, gave constant strategic and political grief to the United 
States, the world’s strongest, and survived to tell the tale for 

almost half a century. In any previous era, a major power like the 
United States would have quickly and violently crushed such a pesky 
little neighbor. But America’s forbearance toward Cuba epitomizes a 
profound and underappreciated story, the story of the reshaping and 
rechanneling of international power—nothing short of a revolution 
in the history of world affairs. 

Leaving aside philosophical rights and wrongs, the fact is that 
Castro flouted all the rules of deference toward great powers, espe-
cially one only ninety miles away. He joined with the Soviet Union, 
America’s mortal foe, in precipitating the 1962 missile crisis, the 
single most dangerous moment of the Cold War. Later, he picked at 
the sores by sending his troops to fight the United States’ allies in 
Africa and Latin America. 
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By historical standards, Washington had more than sufficient  
grounds to overthrow Castro. Instead, one by one, U.S. presidents, 
including some of the toughest, restricted themselves to feeble and 
futile efforts to spark anti-Castro revolutions (e.g., the ill-fated Bay 
of Pigs invasion of 1961) and strangle him economically. No Ameri-
can president seriously undertook the only action guaranteed to rid 
Washington of Castro—an all-out invasion of Cuba. 

To be sure, the clever Cuban dictator helped stave off attacks by 
perching under the Soviet wing, waiting for Moscow and Washing-
ton to agree to live and let live in Cuba. But such distant protection 
and promises of restraint from great powers had rarely held up in 
the past. Historically, protectors like the Soviet Union readily sold 
out a client like Cuba for a better power deal somewhere else. 

Castro surely sensed other, deeper restraints on America’s power. 
He clearly understood that U.S. presidents, for all their bellicose 
Cold War rhetoric, dared not invade Cuba without clear provoca-
tion. He must have grasped that the restraints of world opinion and 
American democracy, as well as the prospect of fighting a deter-
mined insurgency inside Cuba, had come to matter a great deal and 
would stay the hand of even the fiercest U.S. president. 

Castro’s Cuba was both the beneficiary and the symbol of pro-
found changes in the rules and rhythms of international power. The 
seeds of this revolution ran deep into history, took hold during the 
Cold War, and then fully rooted in the twenty-first century. During 
those almost five decades, the number of nation-states multiplied, 
most of them with the political will and new means to resist domi-
nation by the great powers. Worldwide communications expanded 
exponentially with the effect of informing and exciting peoples 
against the great powers’ machinations. International commerce 
took unprecedented flight, creating common interests and restraints 
on rich and poor nations alike. And nuclear weapons fundamentally 
altered the role of military force in traditional big power rivalries. 

It was hard to get a solid fix on how power was changing, and on 
what was old and what was new in international affairs. But three 
patterns began to emerge. 
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First, the strong fled from direct military confrontations with one 
another, instead of following their time-honored pattern of resolving 
their differences by war. Nuclear weapons especially made big power 
military contests too destructive and dangerous. Traditional conven-
tional war had become much too expensive as well, especially when 
governments assumed greater responsibility for their citizens’ welfare. 
Even hawks found it increasingly difficult to define national interests 
in such a way as to justify risking the catastrophe of nuclear war. 

Second, the power of the weak to resist the strong started to rival 
the power of the strong to command—at least on the weak’s own turf. 
Backed by a slew of new international constraints on the strong, the 
weak frequently challenged the strong—and often got away with it. 

Third, while traditional balance-of-power competition contin-
ued to mark twenty-first-century international affairs, competition 
over vital interests was not as ferocious as before. Big and small states 
alike increasingly turned to a vast and relatively new array of in-
ternational institutions and norms to protect their interests. When 
these proved ineffective or required supplementing, most nations 
resorted to the old balance-of-power reflexes. 

All these twenty-first-century patterns of power are underpinned 
and reinforced by two earthquaking historical trends: the declining 
utility of military power and the concomitant rise of international 
economic power. Military capability—both the threat and the use 
of force—still counts significantly, but today, as compared with the 
past, there are more uncertainties about its use. At the same time, 
economic strength has increased in importance, both as an instru-
ment of international power and as a restraint on it. This is a myste-
rious form of power, far more complex to wield than sheer military 
force, the mother of all blunt instruments. 

The net effect of the new patterns of power and the underly-
ing changes in military and economic power do not negate the 
importance of power, but they do restrain and complicate its use.  
Power continues to matter more than anything else in international 
transactions. Ideas, leadership, and appeals to reason can mobilize 
peoples to revolt against tyrants and persuade citizens to make sac-
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rifices within nations; but they rarely lead to changes in government 
policies, and they have a poor track record in resolving conflicts 
between and among nations. For this, economic and other benefits 
bestowed and withheld, the twin instruments of pressure and coer-
cion, still prove the better, if not the only, means of getting things 
done internationally. But this crucial instrument—power—cannot 
be used effectively in the twenty-first century without an under-
standing of how the new constraints on it have evolved. 

The main story line of the last 500 years—that dominant na-
tions can no longer dominate weaker ones at will—seemed unimagi-
nable at the dawn of the modern era in the sixteenth century, when 
kings and princes created early versions of what is now known as the 
nation-state. Their conquests would gather vast power around the 
world, even as they sowed the seeds that would lead to the loss of their 
far-flung colonies. 

The dawn of the modern state came at the time of Niccolò Ma-
chiavelli, the great power master. His time, nearly half a millen-
nium ago, was far different from today. A handful of nation-states 
in Europe were just beginning to take their present geographical and 
political shape, and they often turned to military force as the arbiter 
of all international disputes, large or small. As these new nation-
states gained superiority in military power, they became the new 
stars in the European firmament and, soon, in the world as well. 

Machiavelli’s Italy, however, was neither a nation nor a state. It was 
a peninsula dotted with city-states, which were actually just cities. De-
spite their small size, their names linger to this day for their great ar-
tistic accomplishments, their crimes, and their follies: Rome, Venice, 
Milan, and Machiavelli’s beloved Florence among them. These hy-
peractive mini-entities conspired and warred against one another 
until, inevitably, the weaker ones reached far afield for help from the 
new giant nation-states of Europe. To Spain, France, and the Holy 
Roman Empire, the envoys of the city-states journeyed to seek aid. 

The princes of Italy strategically positioned themselves under 
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the wings of European kings and their mercenary armies. Kings 
dispatched their armies to do battle, exacting a heavy price for the 
protection they afforded. This pitiless European game came to be 
known as the balance-of-power system. The idea was to gather su-
perior military force through alliances or to ward off impending 
imbalances through counter-alliances. 

The theory is simple to explain but was difficult to operate. Ac-
cording to the great historian of Renaissance diplomacy, Garrett 
Mattingly, the Italians believed they could avoid disaster because 
they thought they were smarter than everyone else. Many, Mat-
tingly argued, reckoned they could compensate for their lack of 
military prowess by means of their superior intellect and their com-
mand of the arts of negotiation. To their northern neighbors and 
to Machiavelli as well, the truth was perhaps best expressed by a 
dictum of Prussia’s King Frederick the Great: “Diplomacy without 
arms is like a concert without a score.” 

Mattingly described it as a war of all against all: “Shiftiness and 
inconstancy were imposed on the Italian system by the internal po-
litical instability of most of the major states, by the delicate balance 
of peninsular power, and, chief ly, by the continuous struggle of each 
state against all.” Mattingly wrote unsparingly of the Renaissance 
emperors, kings, and princes as they developed the rules of their 
costly and tragic games. “Nor in the decade in which by invading 
Italy she began the age of modern European diplomacy had France 
any coherent foreign policy, either. She went to war simply because 
it was always assumed that when Charles VIII came of age he would 
go to war. What else could a young, healthy king with money in his 
treasury and men-at-arms to follow him be expected to do? War was 
the business of kings.” 

From about 1500 to the end of World War I in 1918, the rulers of 
Europe and their ministers devoted far more time and resources to 
playing balance-of-power games and waging wars than to caring for 
their subjects. Nothing, it seemed, was more fun for them than con-
quering a neighbor’s territory, population, and resources, thereby 
adding to their own riches and power. Invariably, their wars gener-
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ated more grievances that led to new wars. When warring on the 
European chessboard proved too costly, inconclusive, or boring, the 
kings created a new chessboard composed of their colonial territo-
ries, sending their armies across oceans and continents to conquer 
peoples in faraway lands, not only to expand beyond their neighbors’ 
borders but also to build even larger empires. 

International power was the ultimate expression of power, and 
military prowess represented the ultimate expression of international 
power. Machiavelli saw this simple and brutal fact with total clarity, 
as did four subsequent centuries of European leaders; that is why his 
words continued to resonate with them. Machiavelli advised rulers to 
prepare for and make war, deliver a hard and smart peace, and then 
prepare for war again. And for 450 years, that’s exactly what they did. 
Commerce both inspired and followed the flag, but conquest was the 
name of the game in the great age of empires—conquest pursued as 
much for its own sake as for the economic gains it brought. 

Napoleon took this game to new destructive heights by perfect-
ing the nation-state. Until he applied his genius to the task, most 
nation-states were poorly organized behemoths. Napoleon com-
bined the nation and the state—arms, men, resources, and a type 
of nationalism—into a fighting force unmatched by any other single 
power of his time. And because he was the first to do this, he con-
quered most of Europe—until Europe finally united to defeat him. 

As Napoleon was reaching the zenith of his power, his conquests 
began to produce ripple effects not only in Europe, but in the Amer-
icas as well. The fervor of nationalism unleashed by the French Rev-
olution helped propel Napoleon’s plan for transforming France into 
the powerhouse of Europe. But this same fervor also proved his un-
doing. Other nations discovered their own sense of nationhood and 
used it to fight for their independence against Napoleon. The Span-
ish successfully resisted him in the peninsular campaigns of 1808. 
The Russians outlasted him, despite Napoleon’s capture of Moscow. 
Nationalism was beginning to arrive in Europe, never to depart. 

Similar forces had appeared in the Americas. Before the nine-
teenth century, the American and Haitian revolutions foreshad-
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owed distant and future global trends. In the name of independence, 
George Washington’s ragtag army (with eventual French help, to be 
sure) defeated the largest expeditionary force that the United King-
dom, the world’s greatest imperial power, had ever dispatched abroad. 
Some years later, in the name of freedom, Haitian slaves thwarted 
another huge British army and negotiated its withdrawal, and later, 
thwarted mighty France as well. These defeats of the strong by the 
weak—indeed, of the strongest by the weakest—foretold profound 
shifts in power that would remain quietly submerged for another 
century and a half before surfacing. Forces larger and more pro-
found than power based on military might were seeping through the 
historical cracks, and beginning to grip world events. 

The Great War of 1914 unleashed all the old, ugly patterns of 
warring powers and added new ones, perhaps uglier still, of nation-
alism and ideology. In the run-up to the war, the balance-of-power 
strategy, designed to gain advantages for some and deny them to 
others, spun out of control. Millions of Europeans were killed, and 
dynastic emperors were forced from their thrones (and even their 
countries), thus opening the floodgates to democracies and modern 
dictatorships, as well as to worldwide economic and political insta-
bility. The carnage and costs of World War I were staggering. 

With the great powers of Europe exhausted, it seemed that 
the players of the power games would be forced to change. The 
Austro-Hungarian, Romanov, Ottoman, and German empires lay 
vanquished. France, Italy, Japan, and the United Kingdom were 
the major colonial beneficiaries. But Europe’s enthusiasm for war 
had dimmed with the vast numbers of dead in France and the United 
Kingdom. Czarist Russia became Lenin’s Soviet Union and started 
on the path to major power status all over again, under communist 
rule. Germany surrendered, but was never actually conquered and 
was steeped in a passion for revenge. None of the European conti-
nent’s major players were in a position to fight big wars for at least 
a dozen years. This gave some of their colonies room to breathe, to 
nurture hatred of their occupiers, to plan resistance, and to dream 
of creating their own new political entities. 
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Woodrow Wilson, the president of the newest and one of the 
strongest world powers, was determined to set firm limits on inter-
national power, especially that to make war. He assumed center stage 
to lead the exhausted nations of Europe into the next world—a world 
where aggressors would have to think thrice about the consequences 
of aggression, and where new kinds of states would ultimately reject 
war. He would do this in two ways: first, by substituting collective 
security against aggressors for the undependable balance of power; 
and second, by reducing aggressive empires into what he hoped 
would become peace-loving, democratic entities of uniform nation-
alities. Machiavelli might have labeled him a “prophet armed”—not 
a compliment from a writer who worried that such prophets might 
run amok. In Machiavelli’s day, just such a prophet-priest, Savon-
arola, took over Florence, eventually consuming the city in his reli-
gious madness. 

Wilson’s dream that World War I would be the war to end all 
wars did not come to pass. Europe’s major powers were not ready 
to practice collective security. Nor was the United States ready to 
shoulder new peace-enforcing responsibilities. Wilson’s belief in 
the restraining power of national self-determination and democracy 
failed to rein in the long-held ambitions of the major powers. 

Hitler’s Germany and Hirohito’s Japan scrounged all their coun-
tries’ resources to transform themselves into unstoppable military 
dynamos. With military power and will, they could do almost any-
thing they wanted. But for the luck and will of their adversaries and 
their own blunders, these dictators might have succeeded, at least for 
longer than they did. In many ways, the first half of the twentieth 
century represented both the high point of the old order of power— 
minimal checks on the power of the strongest—and the beginning 
of its demise. 

First came the awareness among the major powers of new dan-
gers and of the need for new caution. The blockade of Berlin in 1948 
set a pattern: mutual Soviet-American testing and threatening, but 
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avoiding, at all costs, going to war. The Soviets blocked American 
and Allied land traffic from the divided city. At a decided military 
disadvantage, the West responded with an airlift and kept its part of 
the divided city alive. Soon enough, Moscow reopened the roads to 
West Germany. 

Shifting the testing ground to Asia, which seemed less dangerous 
than Europe, Soviet leaders gave the green light for North Korea 
to attack South Korea, and later for Chinese intervention as well. 
Korea could have escalated into a Soviet-American war, but Moscow 
and Washington purposely avoided it. 

The Cuban missile crisis of 1962 was even more dangerous. 
Moscow lost its bearings and secretly placed missiles in Cuba; Wash-
ington announced it would not tolerate them. The United States im-
posed a naval blockade on Cuba to prevent additional missiles from 
entering the country. Moscow did not challenge the warships. The 
one and only direct Soviet-American crisis concluded with pledges 
of mutual restraint, agreement on a nuclear-free Cuba, and a secret 
arrangement to withdraw U.S. missiles from Turkey. 

From then on, the two nuclear-armed titans treated each other 
with the greatest care, never again even approaching direct blows. 
Their rhetoric was sometimes extreme, as befitted deeply opposed 
ideological foes, but was used mainly to justify a continuing arms 
buildup on both sides. Known as the arms race, it produced constant 
tensions, but little more. Less confrontational and less dangerous 
proxy wars in the Third World were as far as the United States and 
the Soviet Union would go toward escalating conflicts, which was 
not very far. 

Never before had two great powers with such profound con-
flicts of interests and values refrained from direct combat. Imag-
ine Athens and Sparta without the Peloponnesian War, Rome and 
Carthage without the Punic Wars, or France and the United King-
dom without each other as an enemy. The final acts of the Cold 
War were played out not on battlefields, but in the doleful decisions 
of Communist Party leaders in the Kremlin’s Politburo meeting 
rooms. The nearly fifty-year struggle between history’s two titans 



12   Power Rules 

ended not with a bang but a whimper, and without a clash of their 
unmatched armed forces. The Soviet Union had self-destructed. 
America stood alone in the ring. 

The superpowers had understood the first new law of power 
and sidestepped direct confrontations, but both—as well as other 
major players such as the United Kingdom and France—still failed 
to appreciate the decline in their own power over territories overseas. 
As empires fell and colonies became new states, as Soviet-American 
competition moved through the Cold War, and as the two super-
powers tried to control the nations in their spheres of influence, 
they all eventually ran into brick walls. They all shared a difficulty 
coming to grips with the fact that the new emerging nations were 
born out of resistance to their former colonial masters and would, 
above all, know how to resist in the future. 

Soviet leaders discovered this new wall of nationalism early in 
the Cold War. In 1948, Marshal Tito ( Josip Broz), the communist 
leader of Yugoslavia, defied the general secretary of the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union, Joseph Stalin, the leader of the most 
potent military by far in all of Europe—and got away with it. Stalin 
wanted Tito to toe Moscow’s line. But Tito had popular backing and 
rebuffed Stalin’s orders. Stalin threatened and made life harder for 
Tito, but essentially let the matter fade away. 

The United Kingdom seemed to get the message about the new 
limits on power when, in 1947, the British Parliament accepted 
independence for India (and Pakistan), the jewel in the crown of 
its empire. Kicking, stalling, and sometimes fighting, the British 
granted independence to their other former colonies, one by one, 
over the following decades. 

Whereas the United Kingdom was realistic about its colonies’ 
desire for independence, France was stunned when, on May 7, 1954, 
General Vo Nguyen Giap and his Vietminh forces received the sur-
render of French forces besieged at the town of Dien Bien Phu in the 
French colony of Indochina. The French and Vietminh forces had 
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fought each other in that valley for fifty-five days. At the end, France 
was drained of its will to fight to retain control of Indochina. 

For arguably the first time in modern history, a rebel army with-
out a state had defeated the army of a major power in pitched battle. 
Ho Chi Minh and his army had rallied the new forces of anticolo-
nialism and nationalism and had won the backing of the Vietnamese 
people. With foresight, French leaders could have read the tea leaves 
and begun dismantling their empire, but they were not yet ready to 
do so. They would fight and lose for years in Africa. 

Then, in 1956, came the Suez Canal crisis. The United Kingdom 
joined with France and Israel to invade Egypt to gain control of the 
Suez Canal and to teach a lesson to the upstart leader of Egyptian 
nationalism, Gamal Abdel Nasser. But Washington and Moscow 
would have none of it. President Dwight D. Eisenhower threatened 
his own allies with harsh economic penalties. London and Paris 
withdrew their troops and suffered a deep humiliation. Suez was 
a watershed. To future Nassers, it delivered the message that the 
world would back them against their colonial masters. To leaders of 
colonial empires, it warned that their allies would not support large-
scale colonial wars. 

Not to be forgotten is that when Nasser overthrew King Farouk 
in 1952, it was the first time since the sixth century BC that an 
ethnic Egyptian had ruled Egypt. This was to be a prophetic event, 
as other national leaders gradually assumed power over their own 
people, replacing local maharajahs, tribal chiefs, and foreign vice-
roys who were relics of the Ottoman, British, and other empires. 
And with independence and self-rule came the will to resist both 
foreign military occupation and pressure. 

In this postcolonial world, the United States started off with 
everything on its side. It had a generally good record of opposing 
colonialism. It was prepared to help new states maintain their inde-
pendence through the new United Nations, economic aid programs, 
and financial institutions such as the World Bank. To most of the 
newly independent states, the United States, itself a former colony, 
represented freedom and opportunity. But Cold War competition 
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and Americans’ fears of communism soon overrode these early im-
pulses. Thus began Washington’s travails in the Third World. 

Washington saw the Soviet hand behind almost every Third 
World upheaval. And so it overthrew freely elected governments 
said to be pro-communist in places such as Guatemala and Iran,  
unwittingly planting the seeds of future troubles. Washington also 
supported many dictatorships that seemed the only alternative to 
communism. In general, American policy was to step into the vacu-
ums created by departing colonial powers and fight the potential 
extension of Soviet power there. But alongside these invariably sad 
stories, the United States did have genuine success in helping South 
Korea and Taiwan evolve into thriving democracies. 

The most dramatic setback for the United States, of course, 
occurred in the very place where France had been brought to its 
knees—Vietnam. Here was America’s first deadly taste of the limits 
on its power. And North Vietnam won. Nixon proclaimed that the 
United States would become “a pitiful, helpless giant.” To this day, 
many argue about whether Washington could have won the war by 
using greater force and staying the course. But even had the United 
States prevailed on the battlefield for some time longer, it seems 
certain that Americans would have tired of fighting this new “televi-
sion war” (the first American war shown on TV at dinnertime every 
night), and that Hanoi would have licked its wounds, resumed the 
fight, and eventually won. The war opened a debate on the limits of 
U.S. power that still resonates. But the fact remains: a tiny, backward 
fragment of a nation called North Vietnam prevented the mightiest 
military power in history from having its way. 

A second blow soon struck the United States, this time from the 
other end of Asia, in Iran. In late 1979, Islamic revolutionaries took 
fifty-two Americans hostage and held them in the U.S. embassy com-
pound. It was an outrage, condemned almost universally. President 
Jimmy Carter’s mismanagement of the crisis, however, deepened 
America’s shame and image of impotence. Most of the Americans 
were held hostage for 444 days, and became a daily reminder of how 
little power the greatest country appeared to have over a lesser one. 
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In 1979, the Soviet Union confronted its own Vietnam in Af-
ghanistan. Soviet troops poured into that country to prop up a com-
munist government, fearing it would otherwise succumb to West-
ern influence. The vaunted Soviet army lost to Islamic and tribal 
guerrillas, who relied on Western arms and their own hatred of 
foreigners. Soviet forces, considered among the world’s best, with-
drew in 1989. The Soviet empire in Eastern Europe fell to street  
demonstrations later that same year, and in 1991, the Soviet Union 
itself vanished. 

By the end of the Cold War, it might have appeared that the 
world’s two major military powers had learned some lessons on 
the limits of their armed forces—though time would prove other-
wise. But it remains beyond doubt that the great powers had learned 
to fear war with each other. They absorbed the lesson of this new 
danger so well that they refrained entirely from attacking and de-
stroying one another—at least, directly—for more than six decades, 
from 1945 to the present and still with no serious threats on the ho-
rizon. This may be the longest stretch of peace among major powers 
in modern history. 

But one old pattern that had not outlived its usefulness was the 
balance of power. Throughout the Cold War and beyond, many na-
tions sought the United States as a balancer against regional threats. 
And sometimes, they looked to one another and to other major 
powers to keep the United States at bay. 

Both Eastern and Western Europeans remained close to the 
United States as a counterweight to Russia. Moscow was still the big 
neighborhood bear. Similarly, Asian nations wanted American pres-
ence and power to check what they saw early on as a rising China. 
The fact was and remains that they view Beijing as a far greater 
threat than Washington. Similarly, Middle Eastern countries have 
clung to Washington, to protect them first against Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq and later against Iran. 

The fact that so many countries continued to play the balance-
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of-power game testified to the continuing centrality of power— 
whatever leaders of these nations said to the contrary. No changes 
in the patterns and laws of power have altered the advantages to 
countries of playing off friends against foes and on occasion, even 
friends against friends. 

Today is perhaps the first time in history that relationships and 
issues among the major powers—the struggle for an international 
balance, advantage, or hegemony—are not the be-all and end-all 
of the international system and its agenda. The focus today is not 
on the major powers’ competition and conflict, but on nuclear non-
proliferation, terrorism, climate change, energy, and a wide variety 
of international economic issues. How relations develop among the 
United States, China, Russia, India, and the major Europeans is, of 
course, critical, but the current level of competition and conflict is 
relatively low by historical standards. This, in turn, places a par-
ticular burden on the world’s major powers to keep conflicts among 
themselves tamped down. 

As the world entered the 1990s, the United States loomed as 
the sole superpower and probably the strongest power in history, 
both absolutely and relatively. In military, economic, and techno-
logical power, it dwarfed both its contemporaries and all empires 
of the past. No other nation had ever equaled America’s military 
might, its destructive power, or its enormous and technologically 
advanced economy and its worldwide reach. Never had the gap been 
greater between the power of the leading nation and all others. No 
nation occupied even a close second place. Rome had Carthage and 
the Germanic tribes. The Ottomans had the Europeans. Napo-
leonic France had the British and eventually many other Europe-
ans. While the United Kingdom dominated the world’s oceans, its 
land power was exceeded by Germany’s. During the Cold War, the 
Soviet Union and America had each other. Perhaps only Rome for a 
while and China for somewhat longer ever ranked so far above their 
contemporaries, but neither ranged the globe. 
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The First Iraq War seemed to confirm America’s dominance. 
President George H. W. Bush amassed allies and ran Saddam’s 
forces out of Kuwait quickly and decisively. It seemed that in the 
post–Cold War world, Washington could do as it wished. The good 
old days of the strong commanding the weak were back, not as trag-
edy or comedy, but as a heroic era, or so it seemed. There was no 
nation or bloc to counterbalance the United States. 

Trouble brewed in the Balkans, but the first President Bush did 
not regard this as a test of American power and would have no part 
of it. With the breakup of Yugoslavia, the Serbs’ killings of Bosnian 
Muslims and Croats mounted. Europe and the United Nations did 
nothing of consequence in response, and it began to look as if in the 
American era, genocide would be tolerated. 

The sense that America was powerless or uncaring in the face 
of such humanitarian disasters ballooned further as Somalia de-
scended into civil war and mass starvation. At first, Bush did noth-
ing; then, in 1992, he joined a UN relief effort with a small military 
force. President Bill Clinton expanded the American presence, got 
involved in the civil war, lost a handful of troops in an ambush, and 
then ignominiously pulled out the American contingent in 1994. 
Growing whispers of America’s lack of will were somewhat blunted 
by the strong action Clinton eventually took in Bosnia and with the 
Dayton Accords to stop the carnage there. 

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, were the next mile-
stone. America suddenly sensed itself as vulnerable to three new 
threats—terrorism, failed states, and weapons of mass destruction, 
particularly nuclear weapons. And two states, Afghanistan and Iraq, 
quickly came to exemplify these threats. President George W. Bush 
would go after both in force, but the nation, if not the president 
himself, would soon be reminded of the limitations on American 
power in such ventures. 

At first, Bush did the right thing in responding to the terrorist 
attacks by ousting Afghanistan’s Taliban government, the shelter of 
the al-Qaeda terrorists who had attacked America. Within weeks, 
the Taliban had fled from the capital, Kabul, to the mountains with 



18   Power Rules 

al-Qaeda. In his January 2002 State of the Union Address, he took 
on the “axis of evil”—Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. These were now 
his main targets. In the meantime, he failed to destroy the Tali-
ban and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, and by 2006 they were making a 
comeback. Washington once again found itself mired in an incon-
clusive war in yet another backward country. 

On March 20, 2003, Bush attacked Iraq because, he insisted, 
Saddam had weapons of mass destruction and was deeply involved in 
terrorism. Within weeks, U.S. forces had smashed and overthrown 
Saddam, and had taken Baghdad. Then, as always, mistakes were 
made: Bush failed to provide sufficient forces to maintain a mini-
mum of security, Iraqi forces were dismantled, and the U.S. occupa-
tion authority bungled the political situation. 

As in Afghanistan, a formidable insurgency arose, this time  
composed of Saddam’s defeated loyalists, foreign fighters from al-
Qaeda who rushed into Iraq to assist them, and Shiite militias. 
To add to Washington’s woes, Bush found no weapons of mass 
destruction, thus undermining the principal rationale for the war 
and laying the basis for a shift in rationale to the far more de-
manding goal of transforming Iraq into a free-market democracy. 
At an even greater cost in blood and treasure than in Afghani-
stan, the fighting dragged on for several years with no clear end in 
sight. Inevitably, early popular support for the war disintegrated 
into debates, doubts, and demands to withdraw, and then settled 
down in 2008 as fighting and casualties declined. Once again, the 
war’s supporters had to confront the central lesson of the last fifty 
years—that military power alone, no matter how decisive against 
conventional armies and entrenched forces, has sharp limits. It 
required political compromises and arrangements with former 
Sunni and Shiite foes to really begin to turn the situation in Iraq 
around, or seemingly around, by 2009. 

As for Iran and North Korea, the other states in the axis of evil, 
both went on to increase their nuclear capabilities, despite threats 
from the Bush administration. North Korea exploded a nuclear 
device, though at one point it agreed to limit its nuclear programs in 
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exchange for economic aid and security guarantees from the United 
States, in a deal that appeared to collapse in late 2008. Iran contin-
ued with its uranium enrichment program. 

As for Afghanistan, America’s initially decisive military charge 
was soon blunted, and U.S. and NATO forces there became mired 
in the anti-Taliban war. America’s long and costly military efforts 
in Afghanistan and Iraq were coming to have the paradoxical effect 
of undercutting the prospect of America’s using military power any-
where else—against Tehran or Pyongyang, for example. To state  
the paradox starkly: the American military had easily defeated the 
armies of the Taliban and Saddam, only to get bogged down in in-
surgencies, then to see support for military force erode at home, 
resulting in increasing doubts abroad about the credibility of Amer-
ica’s military power. At this point, the Iraqi insurgents, the Taliban, 
Iran, and North Korea have all defied U.S. power and either gotten 
away with it or made America pay a very high price. 

Military power still matters, and sometimes it matters a 
great deal, as in the First Gulf War and the Balkans, as well as 
perhaps in moving the Libyans toward nuclear arms negotiations 
after the U.S. invasion of Iraq. But it isn’t what it used to be. His-
torically, military force often had a clarifying effect on relations 
between states; it definitively or mostly settled matters one way or 
another. Leaders knew what to expect. They knew that the coun-
try with superior force would almost always prevail. But as the 
world moved toward the twenty-first century, that certainty began 
to dim, sometimes sharply. Major powers could no longer count 
on the success of force as they did in the past. The utility of force 
had been muddied, and that severely complicated calculations of 
the uses of power. 

Further, as the efficacy of military power waned throughout the 
latter half of the twentieth century, economic power—or the ability 
to alter policies in return for trade, aid, expertise, and investments— 
began to wax. This change, too, would rearrange patterns of power 
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and place new constraints on the major powers. It would become at 
once a power tool of the economically mighty and a new constraint 
on their use of power. 

As the twentieth century reached its end, the strong found 
themselves running into an ever-expanding set of complications 
and restraints on their power: the irresistible force of nationalism, 
the multiplying number of new states, new international norms and 
institutions dedicated to protecting the emerging states, the revolu-
tion in worldwide communications, internal political and economic 
demands within the major powers, new kinds of threats, and new, 
and less easily settled, conflicts rooted in ancient disputes within 
the new states. 

Nationalism had made the weak better able to resist the strong. 
Big powers easily pushed around local tribal and traditional leaders, 
most of whom did not command much loyalty from their subjects or 
many resources. But in the mid-twentieth century, peoples around 
the world increasingly sought and won their independence and the 
right to establish their own states. Formerly submissive peoples were 
increasingly prepared to sacrifice countless lives and do whatever 
necessary, and for however long it took, to win and maintain their 
independence. 

The number of new states increased dramatically. Initially, there 
were thirty-two members of the League of Nations. The original 
membership of the United Nations tallied fifty-one. The number 
rose to 144 by 1975, and then in 2006 topped off at 192. To be sure, 
very few of the new states encompassed just one coherent ethnic, 
religious, or tribal group; almost all were mixed. Their mixed com-
position virtually guaranteed either internal conflicts or repression, 
civil wars, and sometimes breakaway—and ultimately even newer 
breakaway—nation-states. 

The new states also discovered additional protection against the 
strong in norms, international law, and international institutions. 
They cloaked themselves in the legal mystique of sovereignty, the 
centuries-old doctrine of international law that established rights for 
such entities to exist and to be supreme within their own borders. 
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Having enjoyed the blessings of sovereignty for centuries, major 
countries were in no position to deny these rights to the newcomers. 

The United Nations also tended to enshrine sovereignty. The 
United States, notoriously protective of its own sovereignty, gen-
erally backed UN norms of sovereignty. There were occasional 
exceptions, as when Washington and others were particularly ap-
palled by state violations of human rights and helped pass appro-
priate UN resolutions calling for international corrective action. 
And UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan promoted a new doctrine 
of humanitarian intervention when regimes abused their people or 
committed genocide. But these humanitarian views did not prevail. 

The Security Council, the key institution within the UN on se-
curity matters, became an additional restraint on the use of military 
power, especially for the United States. Weaker nations, joined by 
many Security Council members such as Russia, China, and France, 
viewed the Security Council as a means to check American power 
and sought to strengthen the Council as the world’s only source of 
legitimacy for the use of force. The Council only rarely and reluc-
tantly provided this blessing. Over the years, the Council approved 
only a handful of military interventions, although it often assented 
to peacekeeping operations. The overwhelming majority of UN 
members regularly and strenuously resisted the use of force against 
any member state, almost regardless of its transgressions, internal 
or external, for fear that the ax might one day fall upon them for 
similar wrongs. 

The growth of international news media with instant global 
reach also impeded the exercise of force by major powers. Far more 
than ever before, information was instantaneously available, and 
this phenomenon gave rise to the almost equally immediate forma-
tion of world opinion, usually in opposition to strong-arm tactics by 
major powers. In earlier times, colonial troops could kill thousands 
in distant lands with little public awareness. Now, the striking of 
a single home by a bomb and the starvation of children caused by 
economic sanctions fill television and computer screens around the 
globe within hours, if not minutes. 
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Weaker states have also found relatively inexpensive ways to  
oppose superior military force. These force equalizers, as they are 
called, include guerrilla warfare and terrorism, as well as the threat-
ened use of rudimentary weapons of mass destruction. Many such 
states already possess the technological prowess to make chemical, 
biological, and even nuclear weapons. These programs are usually 
difficult to detect, and therefore difficult to eliminate. Of perhaps 
greater significance, major powers have become acutely aware of 
their own vulnerability to attacks by weaker states and terrorists 
armed with weapons of mass destruction. 

Major powers also find themselves restrained today as never 
before by their own internal politics and economic needs. As re-
cently as the 1930s, even the most advanced industrialized democra-
cies paid only modest attention to the health, education, and welfare 
of their own people. Now, these needs compete for resources against 
defense budgets. In Europe, guns lost out after the Cold War to 
butter, but not in the United States. 

Great powers are also challenged by many twenty-first-century 
threats—threats that now stem far more from within nations than 
from between them. Before, international power was applied mostly 
to actions states took beyond their borders against other states. Now, 
the threats often arise from states harboring terrorists, developing 
WMDs, or simply falling apart and becoming failed states. Coun-
tering such threats often entails the costly and burdensome task of 
occupying a country rather than the simpler one of defeating its 
army on the battlefield. 

America’s power in the world has been further tempered by the 
achievement of its own international goals: the development of de-
mocracies, free markets, free trade, international law, and national 
self-determination. America championed these ideas, and now, iron-
ically, they have returned to restrain America itself. 

This story of the great American Gulliver bound by Lillipu-
tians, of increasing limits on great powers since World War II, has 
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attracted many authors. In the 1970s, Professor Stanley Hoffmann 
of Harvard wove the case brilliantly around the explosion of na-
tion-states, nationalism, sovereignty, international law, and norms. 
In the late 1970s, Professors Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane, also 
of Harvard, demonstrated how new economic and political interde-
pendence added to these restraints. 

Why revisit this oft-recounted history? Because as many times 
as it’s been told, it hardly dents the conduct of American leaders. 
Hard-liners keep ignoring, forgetting, or simply disregarding the 
existence of the limits on power, and they keep saying that, with the 
proper national will and vision, the United States can do anything. 
And Americans keep falling for this rhetoric. Sometimes gentler 
souls appear to commit the opposite error. They say that the limits 
on power are so great as to make America virtually powerless, and 
argue that Washington can protect itself only through understand-
ing, love, and dialogue. Both are wrong. 

Sometimes, the hard-liners accept the limits of power in theory, 
only to deny their existence when it really counts. This happened 
repeatedly in recent decisions on Iraq. Conservatives were skepti-
cal about America’s capacity to engage in nation-building, yet they 
tried to do just that in Iraq and Afghanistan. Sometimes, they will 
grant the general idea of limits, but then deny its application to the 
case at hand, such as making idle threats against Iran. And then 
there are those who claim they understand the limits on the use of 
force before they get into elected office, only to ignore these limits 
once in office and under fierce political pressure. Clinton did this 
when he expanded a humanitarian relief operation in Somalia and 
entered into that country’s brutal civil war. Sometimes, leaders pri-
vately get the picture, but deny it publicly because they think that 
acknowledging limits on American power is bad politics. In 1993, 
Clinton nearly fired Undersecretary of State Peter Tarnoff, who had 
spoken of the limits of American power in a chat with reporters. A 
number of his superiors, it seems, worried that the very suggestion 
of limits exposed the administration to charges of being too liberal 
and therefore unwilling to exercise American power. In Washington 
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politics, it is easy to confuse limits with impotence. Accepting limits 
is equated with weakness. It is considered virtually un-American to 
argue that the United States might be incapable of doing whatever 
it wants. 

Sometimes, even those enlightened about restraints lose their 
footing in the pursuit of great causes, especially their own. Liber-
als, and now conservatives as well, insist that America must employ 
its power to democratize the world. Many liberals joined Bush in his 
initial push to bring democracy to Iraq and the Arab world. After all, 
the United States had won the Cold War and was now riding the crest 
of history. Now, many announced, was the moment for great deeds. 

Americans continue to err in two basic ways in thinking about 
their present-day power: First, some deny limits altogether and  
cling to the grand fantasy of American omnipotence. Second, others 
embrace limits and assert American impotence. Many conservatives 
commit the first error, and many liberals commit the second. But 
the United States is neither omnipotent nor impotent. The internal 
and international constraints on power cannot be dismissed, nor are 
they insurmountable. 

From the birth of the nation-state until after World War II, in-
ternational power was much simpler. It was about the threat or use 
of force, and military superiority worked far more often than not. 
Military power was the lubricant of international affairs, solving 
some problems while creating others. Now, in a world filled with 
constraints, exercising power is a more complicated business—as 
exemplified by the continuing survival of communist Cuba ninety 
miles from the shores of the greatest power in history. 

American leaders have to stop either blithely ignoring or driv-
ing directly into international minefields. These snares and traps 
won’t vanish. They are now stubborn, permanent features of the 
international landscape—and while they restrain power, they do not 
shackle it. 

American leaders can learn to work with and around these limits 
and thereby enhance American power in the twenty-first century. 
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They have to start by retrieving the real meaning of power, a mean-
ing lost in the intellectual and political morass of the struggles be-
tween conservatives and liberals. They must also come to terms with 
the new distribution of international power, which will reveal both 
what’s achievable and how to achieve it. 



C H  A  P  T  E  R  2  

What Power Is, and What Power Isn’t 

In Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part I, the warrior and braggart 
Glendower proclaims to the heroic Hotspur, “I can call spirits from 
the vasty deep.” To which Hotspur retorts: “Why, so can I, or so can 
any man; [b]ut will they come when you do call for them?” 

Like Glendower, U.S. leaders have done a lot of summoning 
without anyone’s coming, in good part because they don’t under-
stand the core meaning of power. 

Political leaders and policy experts know that power is the 
platinum coin of the international realm, and that little or 
nothing can be accomplished without it. They know that 

whoever wins the battle to define power in Washington controls 
U.S. foreign policy. So, they fight on, and often bitterly. 

Entries in these lexicographical tussles include the power of 
ideas, the power of leadership, the power of personality, the power 
of persuasion, the power of values and convictions, the power of 
example, the power of the purse, and of course, the power of brute 
military force. In recent years, participants in these tussles have also 
spoken of hard power, soft power, smart power, and—when refer-
ring to their opponents—dumb power. These many choices conjure 
up all the intellectual joys of a menu in a Chinese restaurant. 
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There are the liberal offerings that tend to define power as based 
on an understanding of others, leadership, communications, princi-
ple, values, persuasion, and reason. Liberals usually regard pushing 
others around as excessive and self-defeating, or as a bad last resort. 
It’s almost as if they believe that Washington possesses international 
power to the extent that it can convince others that America’s wishes 
and values match or should match their own, and that rightly under-
stood, almost all differences can be resolved by reason. Liberals will 
be shocked by the starkness of this description, but in my experience 
both in and out of government, this is basically how they view power 
in their heart of hearts. 

American conservatives tend to emphasize national self-interest 
over universal principles (although Reaganites and neoconservatives 
emphasize principles as well), and pressure over persuasion. They 
believe that the American way is the right way, that America’s adver-
saries are either wrong or evil, and that more often than not, being 
reasonable and negotiating plays into villainous, untrustworthy 
hands. To deal with an unruly and threatening world, they define 
power mainly as military might and the fear its use can engender in 
our enemies. Unlike liberals, in my experience, conservatives are 
not embarrassed by this hard-nosed image of themselves; indeed, 
they embrace it. 

Moderates typically offer a little from column A, a touch from 
column B, and a pinch of C—without an overall ideology and without 
much effect on the political debate. Moderates generally don’t fare 
well in the political trenches; their distinctions and subtleties fade 
in the fray. They generally shy away from overall strategy, although, 
to their great credit, they emphasize facts and sensible pragmatism. 
I’ve watched them lose countless political debates—initially and for 
a while. They are not good at packaging their ideas for popular con-
sumption; nor are they good proselytizers. They’re too complex and 
don’t know how to make complexity more simple. However, years 
down the line they often win by default—after years of costly policy 
failures caused by the more dogmatic liberals and conservatives. 

Arguments about power have been the stuff of presidential cam-
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paigns as well as fierce battles waged on op-ed pages around the 
land, and the latter are not merely examples of rhetorical jousting: 
Jimmy Carter accused Henry Kissinger (and through him, Richard 
Nixon) of sacrificing true American values on the altar of balance-
of-power cynicism (although when I interviewed Carter off the 
record as a reporter for The New York Times at the end of the 1976 
Democratic primaries, and asked him who he thought was the na-
tion’s most able foreign policy thinker, he replied, “Kissinger”). To 
Carter, values were power. Ronald Reagan charged Jimmy Carter 
with exalting vague ideas of human rights over national interests and 
of being naive and weak when it came to Soviet power grabs. To 
Reagan, clear military superiority was the heart of power, although 
he later added values to his quiver. Bill Clinton pounded George 
H. W. Bush and Bush’s secretary of state, James A. Baker III, for 
heartless and un-American realism in the face of threats to human-
ity in the Balkans and in Africa, yet he himself did nothing in either 
arena for years. To Clinton, international power was mainly eco-
nomic power. And George W. Bush attacked the Clinton team for 
draining America’s military strength in its vain attempts at nation-
building and for its weak responses to dictators like Saddam Hus-
sein, yet Bush undertook the two biggest nation-building enterprises 
in American history. To the second Bush, the will to use force and 
to stay the course was power. However intellectually flawed their 
concepts of power may have been, these concepts helped each man 
to capture the White House. 

The cycle of winning and losing definitions is familiar: Force 
proves too costly or ineffective to one president, and a rival unseats 
him with pleas for dialogue and values, and vice versa. At the end 
of the day, both conservatives and liberals actually do harm to U.S. 
foreign policy by misconstruing what they cherish so dearly—the 
nature of power itself. 

Power is getting people or groups to do something they don’t  
want to do. It is about manipulating one’s own resources and posi-
tion to pressure and coerce psychologically and politically. 

It’s easy to confuse power in personal relations or within na-
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tions and power between nations. With people and inside countries, 
power can often be exercised by personality, leadership, values, per-
suasion, and the like. There are generally far more shared values and 
interests in these venues than in international affairs, and therefore 
give-and-take can be relatively contained and controlled and thus be 
quite effective. Between states where there is little common frame-
work, power necessarily takes on a harder edge and is more difficult 
and complicated to apply. It’s easier to say no. In international af-
fairs, persuasion and leadership rarely work, and force can be met 
with counterforce, especially today. In twenty-first-century interna-
tional relations, power entails far more pressure and coercion than it 
does in domestic politics or personal relations. 

Long before the world evolved to its present state and even 
before the dawn of think tanks, the ancients perceived the distinct 
nature of international affairs. The Chinese and Roman empires 
lasted far longer than all those that followed, in both cases because 
their leaders fully grasped the richness of power and the wide array of 
instruments and techniques for exercising it. They were particularly 
adept at using their superiority in resources and generating successes 
to intimidate and co-opt adversaries. This, in turn, allowed them 
to avoid the constant application of costlier forms of power, such as 
military force. China and Rome accumulated immense resources and 
power, and never lost an opportunity to remind everyone else of their 
superiority. Both, nonetheless, refrained as much as possible from  
pounding their conquered subjects militarily, and this restraint led 
both empires to rule relatively effectively and cheaply. The United 
Kingdom, more than other later empires, copied this strategy well. 

No one thought harder or with more insight and sophistica-
tion about power and governing than the ancient Chinese and the 
Romans. They saw power from many angles: as the potential to do 
damage or confer benefits, as momentum toward future accomplish-
ments, as the grandeur of legitimacy and authority, as reputation, as 
cultural superiority, and as brute force. They calibrated their use 
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of power to fit each situation, understanding that they had to treat 
some more subtly than others. But most important, they rarely lost 
sight of power’s psychological and coercive essence, and of the skills 
required to wield it. Alas, Chinese thinking had little impact on 
Western thinking until the nineteenth century. 

The Romans figured out most of this on their own, always with 
assists from ancient Greece. Like the Chinese, the Romans shunned 
a single word for power, for controlling the spectrum of political 
behavior. The Romans, also like the Chinese, knew that military 
force underpinned all power, and probably relied on it more than 
the Chinese. Rome, as well, went out of its way to exercise power in 
a myriad of forms so that its empire would be spared the overbear-
ing costs of war as much as possible. One figure shows this deter-
mination starkly: Rome’s own military manpower peaked at a mere 
375,000 legionnaires to provide security for an empire that stretched 
from Britain to Persia. And to make sure that force would always be 
a last resort, Rome usually gave wide political latitude to most of its 
conquered dominions; it ruled essentially through the authority and 
prestige of Roman officials, through the acceptance of Roman law, 
and by inducing compliance with its laws through clever offers of  
citizenship and honors to its subjects. 

Western heirs of the Roman tradition couldn’t quite settle on 
precisely what power meant. In English, they used it mostly as a  
noun, though its etymological roots clung to the Latin verb potere, 
“to be able to.” Romance languages adopted variations on the Latin, 
but kept its meaning. In Spanish and Portuguese, it became poder; 
in Italian, potere; and in French, pouvoir. According to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, the word first made its way into Middle English 
in 1297 as poer. In the fourteenth century, the w was added to spell 
power. But throughout, it was understood to mean ability as a noun 
and to be able as a verb. In the fifteenth century, its meaning took 
flight in the form of images like God’s power, nature’s power, and 
spiritual power. Perhaps the authors of the time were seeking to 
convey a phenomenon beyond human abilities, thus giving the word 
itself mysterious qualities. 
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In general, Western writings on power were vague and unspe-
cific, as they are today, and were less meditations on its meaning 
and more tributes to its prowess or religious condemnations of its 
corrupting attributes. One man, however, was to describe it both 
sharply and enduringly. 

It was Niccolò Machiavelli who, in The Prince in 1513, put meat on 
the vague bones of potere, giving it specificity and tangibility—without 
much mention of the word power itself. To him, the art of being a 
prince, or of wielding power, meant being able to protect the state, 
to make alliances as necessary, and to conquer and rule other states. 
To do this, Machiavelli advised the prince that all he had to do was to 
learn the art of war. For a prince to do what he must, his state needed 
both good weaponry and well-trained soldiers. A full treasury was 
also helpful. And the less dependent his state was on another in these 
martial endeavors, the more power he would have. Great power, in 
effect, amounted to self-sufficiency in warfare. “A prince,” Machiavelli 
wrote, “should have no other object, nor any other thought, nor take 
anything else as his art but that of war and its orders and discipline, for 
that is the only art which is of concern to one who commands.” 

Apparently, Machiavelli felt no compulsion to actually define 
power, because its essence seemed obvious to him and his contem-
poraries—namely, to maintain strength and unity at home, to suc-
cessfully defend one’s own turf, and to be able to threaten and suc-
cessfully wage war. These dicta on the relationship between ruling 
and war brilliantly foreshadowed the actions of kings and queens, 
princes and presidents for the next 450 years. 

Over the centuries, The Prince morphed into the power cookbook. 
(Critics ignored Machiavelli’s more extended thinking in his Dis-
courses on Livy, which placed ethics and good behavior at the center 
of political life for both ruler and ruled.) Through most of Euro-
pean and American history, it was popular to condemn Machiavelli’s 
precepts of power—only to then follow them. There wasn’t much 
competition, save for Thomas Hobbes in the 1700s. Most other  
philosophers must have seen the subject as somewhat immoral and 
even un-Christian—or they feared that the Florentine master had 
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already said all that was necessary on the subject. Machiavelli’s ren-
dition of power towered over others in the West: Power was military 
superiority, force, and the convincing threat of force. 

While doing little to illuminate the literature of power, the Brit-
ish nonetheless conquered and preserved an empire that reached 
from the English Channel to Africa, India, Australia, New Zealand, 
and even a foothold in China. Of course, the British army and navy 
were ever-present threats to native rulers, and locals could never 
quite rid themselves of their fear of the “great beef-fed men, red-
faced and red-coated” that George Orwell described in Burmese 
Days, as British troops marched through the streets of Mandalay. 
But equally vital to the long and successful rule of the British was 
their ability to co-opt local rulers through offers of wealth, through 
trade, by means of Christianizing and anglicizing them, and by 
giving them British common law. Like the Romans’ lure of being a 
Roman citizen, the British would seduce conquered local rulers with 
the intoxication of being deemed British gentlemen. 

Other major modern empires—the Soviet, German, and Japa-
nese—were relentlessly ambitious, relying almost entirely on mili-
tary force and fear, and didn’t last long. The Soviets held on longer 
than the others partly because communist ideology held a certain 
appeal in some countries for a time. 

Probably the best definition of the basic workings of power, 
although not the most eloquent, was proffered by the great political 
scientist Robert Dahl of Yale, who wrote in a classic 1957 article, 
“The Concept of Power”: “A has power over B to the extent that 
he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do.” This 
occurs, in Dahl’s explanation, when A actively pressures B or be-
cause B anticipates and therefore fears the pressure. The key is pres-
suring B to act against his will or desire, i.e., to change his behavior. 
By pressure, Dahl certainly did not mean persuasion, which is es-
sentially an intellectual or emotional process. Nor did he suggest 
that he meant force, which is a physical act. 
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Power is mental arm wrestling. It derives from establishing 
psychological and political leverage or advantage by employing 
resources (wealth, military capability, commodities, etc.), position 
(such as a geographic regional balancer, or a political protector), as 
well as maintaining resolve and unity at home. These are embodied 
in a process whereby A convinces B that A can and will help or harm 
him, give him pleasure or pain, relieve his difficulties or increase 
them—whatever the costs to A himself. Power thus varies with each 
and every relationship and changes with each and every situation. 
It has to be developed and shaped in almost each and every situa-
tion, and will vary over time and place. And critically, the wielder of 
power must take great care to be credible, to be taken seriously, both 
at home and abroad. 

Power-wielders gather their resources—economic and military 
assets, world and domestic opinion, national unity and resolve, and 
their international position—and package them into words and 
deeds. By these words and deeds, they create impressions about the 
likely consequences that others will experience, as well as offer fore-
tastes of their potential losses and gains. Rightly designed and exer-
cised, power reaches into another’s society and government in order 
to strengthen allies and weaken adversaries. The successful exercise 
of power requires great skill and art. Luck also helps. 

Even the greatest artists must first accumulate mundane materi-
als such as good paint and brushes, or clay, and so it is with power. 
Nations cannot play the power game without the requisite resources, 
and the greater the power the more resources it requires. There will 
be no more Macedonias—poor states with a mythic Alexander the 
Great—that can conquer the world. Since the rise of the modern 
nation-state in the sixteenth century, power has rested on a strong 
economic base, on a firm command of military technology and 
weaponry, on a united popular will, and, often, on strong leadership. 
From these resources, great power-wielders create their power. 

But a power base is much more than simply adding up resources: 
it depends on the kind and nature of these resources—namely, a na-
tion’s relative self-sufficiency and resilience once a power struggle 
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begins and the squeezee squeezes back. Resources measure only 
static assets, when what’s critically important is how those assets 
hold up once the arm wrestling begins. Thus, when Arab states cut 
back on global oil supplies in 1973, sending prices skyrocketing, 
in order to force Washington to press Israel for concessions, the 
United States had both sufficient oil reserves and a leadership ca-
pable of bracing Americans to pay higher gas prices. 

Power is also relational. It is not fixed between one nation and 
all others. It depends on the exact relationship of the countries in-
volved. Generally, the relationship hinges on two factors: the static 
and dynamic resource gap, and the kind of relationships forged by 
the nations’ leaders. Obviously, American leaders have much more 
going for them vis-à-vis Nicaragua and Thailand than vis-à-vis 
India or Russia. Or take the relationships of British and French lead-
ers with George W. Bush. The United Kingdom and France are 
roughly equal in resources, but Prime Minister Tony Blair’s support 
for Bush, compared with President Jacques Chirac’s critiques, put 
Blair in a much stronger position to influence Bush. 

Power is situational as well, meaning that it depends on the exact 
circumstances once the pulling and tugging begin. Saudi Arabia has 
sway in Washington because of America’s oil dependency and be-
cause of Saudi investments in America. But when threats to Riyadh 
arise, as when Saddam invaded Kuwait in 1991, the Saudis’ need for 
American protection became the paramount consideration. The 
Saudis even paid a large chunk of the bill for the war. Another recent 
example is the relations between Uzbekistan and other “stans” (the 
new nations of Central Asia, formerly Soviet republics) and the 
United States at the start of the Afghan War in 2001. The stans 
needed Washington as a balance against Moscow and Beijing, and 
Washington wanted their oil and gas. But when George W. Bush 
decided to retaliate against the Taliban and al-Qaeda as perpetra-
tors of 9/11, and by invading Afghanistan, the balance tipped toward 
the stans. Bush needed air and logistical bases in the stans to fight 
the war, and in return, he muffled his criticisms of their dictatorial 
leaders. 
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From this, it’s also apparent that power turns on one’s position 
in regional or international affairs. Small states generally fear much 
bigger ones, but they fear some more than others. Thus, they look 
to the lesser threat for protection and must pay some price for that 
protection. Today the United States is blessed, in a sense, to be per-
ceived as the lesser evil by many states that have to face neighbors 
such as Iran or Russia. 

Power-wielders must also master personal skills and the art of  
manipulation. The experienced power artist almost always begins by 
establishing political support at home or at least the illusion thereof. 
Without that key domestic support, an adversary can compel him 
to fight battles at home rather than abroad. In such cases presidents 
have to convince their counterparts abroad that they, personally,  
possess sufficient will to overcome their lack of political support at 
home. 

At times, artistry requires a reputation for steadiness and reli-
ability, as the Truman team had in establishing its commitment to 
Europe’s defense after 1945. At other times, artistry calls for just 
the opposite quality: unpredictability. President Nixon tried to con-
vince Moscow, Beijing, and Hanoi during the Vietnam War that he 
could be crazy: that is, that he was capable of using nuclear weapons 
to avoid defeat. It didn’t work, but it was an interesting approach. 

At all times, the power artist must establish and maintain his 
credibility. He must convince others beyond a reasonable doubt that 
he will and can do what he says, i.e., that he will deliver on prom-
ised and hinted-at actions, even at considerable cost to himself and 
his country. George W. Bush used military force in part to impress 
upon others that since he had done it once, he could be depended 
upon to do it again and again. If he had won and sustained victories 
in Afghanistan and in Iraq, he would have amassed great power. All 
too predictably, however, he got bogged down in both places and 
thus seriously undermined his own credibility. Clinton ran into a 
similar problem with Serbia. The Serbs didn’t believe that he would 
ever resort to force with regard to Bosnia or Kosovo, because he had 
sidestepped such action so many times before. 
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James A. Baker III, George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state, nur-
tured his reputation as a mean son of a bitch who would do whatever 
necessary to get his way. That reputation was central to his success 
in convincing most of the newly former Soviet republics at the end 
of the Cold War that they had better return the nuclear weapons 
stored in their territories to Moscow—or the United States would 
not protect them against the Russian bear. Somehow or other, even 
Bill Clinton managed to achieve the same result in denuclearizing 
Ukraine and Kazakhstan. 

And American leaders would do well to learn, finally, that power 
shrinks when it is wielded poorly. Failed or open-ended wars dimin-
ish power. Threats unfulfilled diminish power. Mistakes and con-
tinual changing of course also diminish power. 

It’s still almost irresistible to think of military force as 
power, as did Machiavelli and others of yesteryear and yesterday. 
Force certainly looks like power in terms of getting others to do 
what they don’t want to do. But war itself is essentially a physical act, 
whereas power is essentially psychological and political. 

Of course, there are places where the two overlap, but the dis-
tinction is very much worth preserving. It’s important for leaders 
to keep in mind that they should go to costly and uncertain wars 
over vital matters only after their power has failed. They, and par-
ticularly American leaders, need to focus on exhausting all plausible 
actions before pulling the trigger. The line between force and power 
is a thin one and should keep leaders alert to searching for creative 
means of getting what they want by pressure and coercion, short of 
the great financial and human sacrifices required by war. War rep-
resents an order of costs and consequences entirely different from 
any imaginable exercise of power or psychological arm wrestling. If 
leaders lose sight of the line, they will slip far more easily across it 
and into the dangerous world of war and all its incalculables. 

None of this is to say that force and power aren’t closely tied in 
many ways. First, a formidable military capability—the product of 
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expenditures, investments in technology, organization, leadership, 
and the like—can be used by leaders to send power signals with and 
without words. Second, once fighting begins, certain targets can be 
hit or not, and certain weapons fired or not, to convey clear messages 
about further risks and benefits to the target country. But leaders 
would be foolish to forget that in wartime such clever maneuvers  
and signals usually are more easily conceived by Dr. Strangeloves 
than executed by sensible mortals, and that controlling or termi-
nating a war often proves elusive. Third, the threat of force is, of 
course, a mother lode of power. The aim of a threat is to convince 
adversaries that they must reconsider their behavior or face consid-
erable pain. Threats are about generating worry—the emotion that 
is central to the successful application of the psychology of power. 
Fourth and finally, leaders can and do convert military victories into 
power. Conquests at reasonable costs serve as warnings to future 
enemies of what might happen to them. 

A reputation for winning wars at acceptable costs remains one of 
the most potent psychological tools in the arsenal of power. But it 
has proved dangerous time and again for leaders to be carried away 
by the power of war. The psychology of power requires control and 
careful manipulation, and wars, by their very nature, often spiral out 
of control, with costs and consequences soaring beyond any reason-
able expectations or forecasts. The single most challenging task, of 
course, is to weigh the costs and gains of going to war against con-
tinuing the more subtle and intricate maneuvers of power that may 
not offer high prospects of success. 

These traditional calculations of war and peace have 
become increasingly complicated by the exponential increase in 
the importance of international economics. The enormous growth 
in the frequency and volume of business and financial exchanges 
worldwide certainly qualifies as a revolution. But it is a revolution 
more in economics than in politics or strategy. And it has neither 
preempted nor totally transformed the rules of power. 
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Rather, the new importance of economics alters power calcula-
tions, making them more complicated, and paradoxically giving new 
leverage to the stronger as well as to the weaker. But it has to be kept 
in mind that the resulting mutual dependencies have not eliminated 
the risks of war, or even measurably reduced them. Tribes and na-
tions have often done the most killing among those with whom they 
have long traded animal skins and widgets, as the Europeans taught 
humankind. 

All this said, the new economic patterns have already begun to 
occupy the attention of those responsible for state power. Economic 
transactions such as aid, trade, and investment, as well as member-
ship in international economic institutions, exist for mutual eco-
nomic and political benefits. But when governments conduct these 
activities, they more often than not intend to coerce, pressure, 
reward, or establish conditions for later coercion and pressure. Gov-
ernments can give or withhold these opportunities or offer better 
or worse terms, and thereby incorporate economic transactions into 
the power relationship. And of course, like military capability, a 
strong and vibrant economy is, in itself, a source of power. 

Oil-producing countries use supply and price controls as power 
tools, but mainly to affect economic rather than foreign policy mat-
ters. When major powers like the United States institute economic 
sanctions to deny a country a variety of economic dealings, however, 
it is almost always for foreign policy and strategic ends. Even the 
so-called humanitarian aid provided to poor nations by the United 
States and other countries does double duty as a means to bolster 
the donors’ leverage on other matters. More than ever, economics 
has become ingrained in power relationships, and leaders are just 
beginning to sort out how it can be made to serve larger strategic 
and power ends. 

Policy and diplomacy are the words and deeds by which most 
power is conveyed. They are the means to signal what’s at stake and 
to present incentives and disincentives; and when well conceived, 
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they lay out a path for resolving difference. For example, the United 
States and like-minded big powers have been presenting Iran with an 
array of benefits it can enjoy in exchange for abandoning its nuclear 
program, as well as the penalties it will pay for retaining that pro-
gram. So far, that path has proved neither sufficiently attractive nor 
adequately frightening. Some think the policy needs a broadening 
of carrots and sticks; others believe only sticks will work. Similarly, 
Washington is suggesting to Arab countries what they will have to 
do if they want the United States to pressure Israel. The path calls 
for them to recognize the state of Israel and pledge serious amounts 
of aid to the Palestinians. 

Policy and diplomacy are not by themselves power. But well con-
sidered, they can assist the application of power—just as bad policy 
can undermine it. High-level policy pronouncements are the first 
place other countries look to gauge how Washington will wield its 
power. 

Whereas conservatives lose track of power’s meaning when 
they hearken only to the sound of the cannon, liberals levitate above 
reality when guided by their hearts. Liberal levitation doesn’t occur 
in most societies, or particularly among the leaders of most coun-
tries. It’s been mostly an Anglo-American phenomenon, and in  
America the heart has led to confusing power with its cousins— 
ideas, values, culture, leadership, and persuasion. 

To forestall heart attacks among my liberal readers, I readily 
concede that I, too, love ideas, values, culture, leadership, and per-
suasion. But while these can foster or harm the application of power, 
they do not represent power in the international realm, except 
under the most unusual circumstances. Leaders of other nations, 
bound as they always are by their own interests and politics, are 
not going to do something they don’t want to do because they’ve 
come to admire our values or because American leaders have suc-
ceeded in making previously unconsidered intellectual arguments 
of overwhelming and dazzling elegance. 
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There were moments after World War II when American ideals 
did possess a kind of power of attraction. New states emerging from 
the colonial yoke admired the Declaration of Independence, the 
success of America’s economy and weaponry, and American antico-
lonial policy. Many were drawn to Washington’s side in those years. 
However, it was undeniable that most of the new states remained 
neutral between a communist totalitarian Soviet Union and a free 
democratic America. As the Cold War dragged on, the United States 
lost further ideological ground because of its support for dictato-
rial regimes in the fight against communism, and especially because 
of the Vietnam War. There was a moment of rejuvenation when 
American ideals clearly played a part in the revolt of the Eastern 
European states against the dying Soviet Union. But it is well to 
remember that these upheavals had more to do with the collapse of 
Soviet power, and the poverty of the East compared with the West, 
than with the attractiveness of American ideals. 

There may have been another triumphal moment when America 
stood as the sole remaining superpower, a position presumably signi-
fying the superiority of its ideals, values, society, and government— 
a victory for freedom and capitalism. But that superiority vanished 
quickly when many around the world began to equate America’s 
championing of globalization with a scheme to advance American 
greed. The Iraq War further tarnished international admiration 
for American ideals. As a result, there exists today an enormous 
divide between the values of the United States and those of many 
other parts of the world, reminiscent of some of the worst religious 
schisms in history. 

I actually believe that America does have good ideals, far nobler 
than those found in most countries. But like any great power, America 
has worldwide responsibilities that conflict with its ideals. A Chinese 
diplomat recently berated me about just such U.S. double standards. 
I replied: “We don’t have double standards; we have quadruple stan-
dards. It’s the fate of every great power, as you yourselves must see.” 

Like ideas, values don’t travel well and are therefore difficult for 
governments to translate into power. In the first place, it’s not as if 
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America possesses a national consensus on values. Whose values are 
to be exported—those of Henry Kissinger, Bush Sr. or Jr., Jimmy 
Carter, or Bill Clinton? Americans may once have had widely shared 
values, but that golden era is long gone. While almost all Americans 
can agree on the fundamental virtues of freedom, equality, toler-
ance, and democracy, they differ wildly among themselves about 
whether and how to foster these values abroad—by force of arms 
or by example, by staging quick elections or by long-term political 
evolution. Second, even if Americans agreed, other societies place 
different weights on the same values. Besides, most of those societ-
ies attach greater importance to economic security than to political 
values. A chasm divides the American ideal of separating church and 
state from the Muslim ideal of theocracy. The same holds for the 
role of women in society. 

It is even more far-fetched to treat culture as a source of power, 
let alone a means of exercising power. Granted, there are enormous 
audiences abroad for American music, television shows, and movies, 
and hordes buying American clothes and perhaps even literature. 
But the U.S. government does not wield music and movies. And al-
though Americans pride themselves on their multiculturalism and 
tolerance, many others around the world don’t share these attitudes. 
Perhaps after foreigners study in America and return home, they 
carry with them some understanding of us and our culture. Student 
exchange programs based on this hope deserve our support. 

Let’s gladly pocket and prize whatever goodwill comes from such 
attractions, but we should also avoid the delusion that the United 
States is wielding power in the process. 

A similar illusion holds for leadership in the international arena. 
Leadership—derived from personality, charisma, message, politi-
cal strength, and circumstances—can often be critical in mobilizing 
public opinion within nations. Also within nations, leadership suc-
ceeds on occasion in inspiring citizens to do what they would oth-
erwise not do. Franklin D. Roosevelt and Reagan effectively orches-
trated public support. Legislators and even the press fear to oppose a 
popular president, so leadership at home can produce power abroad. 
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But leadership on the international plane is quite another matter, 
and it is difficult to find examples of nations making concessions  
they otherwise would not have made purely because of another na-
tion’s leadership. Woodrow Wilson may have been a minor excep-
tion. He ignited a fever among Europeans for the League of Na-
tions, for which European leaders initially had little enthusiasm. 
President Kennedy possessed great personal charm and popularity, 
and he was certainly admired in many other countries. But it is hard 
to document how such emotional responses led to concessions from 
other governments. It is extremely difficult for even a great leader of 
one country to out-lead a leader of another country, or to out-duel 
him in the politics of his own country. Why should foreign leaders 
be swept off their feet by American presidents’ charisma any more 
than American presidents are carried away by the charm of foreign 
leaders? 

Probably the biggest challenge to thinking about power as psy-
chological pressure and coercion comes from the advocates of power 
as persuasion. But just as power is not force, neither is it persuasion. 
If power’s roots are psychological, and if force is essentially physi-
cal, persuasion is basically an intellectual and emotional process. It 
amounts to altering another’s thinking with arguments, facts, and 
appeals to feelings such as compassion or empathy. 

Persuasion, or what I call convincing others that you understand 
their interests better than they do, sometimes works in personal re-
lations, and occasionally in domestic politics, but only very rarely 
in the international arena. Leaders know their countries’ vital in-
terests. This knowledge is typically forged in the fire of domestic 
politics. And leaders also know that there’s a high price to pay when 
they compromise on those vital interests. 

Americans are forever trying to persuade others to stop kill-
ing one another and to enjoy the economic benefits and security of 
peace. After several centuries, that argument certainly prevailed in 
Northern Ireland. There are countless examples, however, of per-
suasion and good sense not being persuasive. Bosnia, Kosovo, So-
malia, Kashmir, Darfur, and Rwanda come to mind. These peoples 



What Power Is, and What Power Isn’t   43 

distrust and hate each other, and distrust and hatred trump persua-
sion every time. In fact, it’s hard to find examples in international 
affairs where persuasion trumped a leader’s concerns over his core 
power and political survival. 

Even in universities, the so-called citadels of reason, it’s diffi-
cult to discover examples of professors changing their minds, not to 
mention one another’s minds, because of reasoned debate. It is not 
much easier with political leaders. That said, it has become a politi-
cal necessity to try persuasion and reason before power and pres-
sure, and this is fine and good. It can be helpful in building domestic 
and international support for future stronger actions. 

There is a time and place for the exercise of the entire spectrum 
of power and power-related actions, ranging from trying persuasion 
to offering incentives to resorting to the use of force. But the results 
of attempting all three are usually unsatisfactory. Generally, if any-
thing is to be accomplished in the international arena, if problems 
are to be solved, it requires the effective employment of power. And 
power itself, as we have seen, is increasingly difficult to wield suc-
cessfully. That’s why it’s more important than ever to understand 
power correctly. Every American administration since 1945 has 
struggled over how to think about and wield it, and the battle lines 
have never been more clearly drawn than now. 



C H  A  P  T  E  R  3  

Power in the American Century 

Americans have seldom stopped arguing about how to wield power 
in a nasty world. From Hamilton and Jefferson through Acheson 
and Kennan to Krauthammer and Nye, the disputes persist— 
unabated, unresolved, and too often unilluminating. 

Two prototypes of foreign policy have always throbbed in 
American hearts, sometimes in the very same heart— 
the tough-minded realist, Alexander Hamilton; and the 

philosophical idealist, Thomas Jefferson. They fathered what would 
become a foreign policy civil war in the United States, notable for 
its ideological rigidity, political savagery, and historical longevity. 
Battles between their followers have inspired schizophrenic foreign 
policies and both triumphs and tragedies abroad, as the country has 
struggled to decide how to frame American objectives in the world 
and how to think about American power. 

Their ideas have lived on in countless variations for more than 
two centuries. President Truman’s brilliant advisers, Dean Acheson 
and George Kennan, both sprang from a Hamiltonian mold. They 
were professionals, not given to idealistic passions, but they were 
surrounded by fanatical Hamiltonian and Jeffersonian true believ-
ers. President Eisenhower was a Hamiltonian, although his secre-
tary of state John Foster Dulles seemed to be both an ardent Jeffer-
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sonian and a determined Hamiltonian not unlike President George 
W. Bush five decades later. The presidents in between had their own 
intriguing variations. 

For the last two decades at least, the Jeffersonian and Hamil-
tonian progeny have been barely recognizable. The Jeffersonians 
now appear in the tenuous union of liberals and moderates, while 
the Hamiltonians congregate in the philosophically strange alli-
ance of conservatives and neoconservatives. But the influence of 
the two original debaters can still be detected in the advocates of 
soft power—the use of persuasion and values—and the hard-power 
crowd who champion the use of force and the application of Ameri-
ca’s will and staying power. 

Hamilton, Washington’s treasury secretary, and Jeffer-
son, the nation’s third president, could not have been farther apart 
in their approaches. The former pressed for strengthening Amer-
ica’s economic and military base for the inevitable confrontations 
with the world, in order to protect U.S. interests. The latter ad-
vocated a U.S. policy designed to promote the American ideals 
of freedom and democracy. Truman’s secretary of state, Dean 
Acheson, argued for negotiating from strength and more or less 
shaping the terms of agreement—or not negotiating at all. George 
F. Kennan, his chief policy planner, was more inclined to try to 
resolve differences through negotiation and believed that the fate 
of nations turned mainly on their domestic successes or failures. 
The columnist Charles Krauthammer today maintains that power 
is best wielded by the use of force and by an unswerving will to 
stand up for American interests. Professor Joseph Nye of Harvard 
sees the world as moved far more by the example of America’s 
values, its powers of persuasion and the gentle application of its 
leadership. 

These thinkers and those who agree with them have rarely been 
inclined to compromise with one another. The combat among them 
was and remains a game of winner take all. This accounts for the all-
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too-frequent swings in U.S. foreign policy and for the continuing 
uncertainty and confusion over how to use American power. 

Hamilton frequently lectured his contemporaries on the 
blessings of pursuing the classic path to protecting national inter-
ests: first, make the United States a thriving economy, and then turn 
it into a major military power. There was no other way, Hamilton 
said, to safeguard American interests in a selfish and nasty world. A 
few Americans eager to construct a huge continental nation grasped 
Hamilton’s fundamentals of power politics, although the majority of 
his contemporaries preferred the lofty ideals of Jefferson. The world 
would follow America, Jefferson believed, if Americans followed their 
nation’s founding ideals of freedom and equality. Americans shied 
away from Hamiltonian words such as “self-interest” and “power.” 
They smacked of being, well, too European for New World tastes. 
The language and underlying thoughts sounded too similar to Old 
World thinkers, and to the Continent’s penchant for perpetual wars, 
which most Americans sought to escape. Theodore Roosevelt car-
ried the Hamiltonian banner into the twentieth century, albeit some-
times expressed in Jeffersonian rhetoric. But he was known abroad for 
building the “Great White Fleet” to announce the United States as 
a great power. Woodrow Wilson’s idea of making the world safe for 
democracy and resolving conflicts through the League of Nations 
suited America’s self-image, although not its isolationist politics. 

After World War II, the United States could no longer escape the 
political struggles of Europe and the Soviet Union. The debate over 
our foreign policy taxed the boundaries of the political thesaurus 
with such barbs as “commie,” “pinko traitor,” “soft on communism,” 
“warmonger,” “appeaser,” and “cut and runner.” 

There was something about the subject of national security that 
touched a central American nerve. It went beyond survival to ques-
tions about who we were and what we aspired to be. National secu-
rity was more than a policy; it was a passion that brought forth the 
nation’s best and its worst. 
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. . . .  

While public discourse on American foreign policy often ran 
to the vacuous, the vicious, and sometimes even the libelous, there 
were moments when the debate—inside the government and among 
a small but steadily growing circle of foreign-policy experts—shone 
with America’s pragmatic brilliance, when some of the nation’s 
finest thinkers made some of the nation’s greatest foreign policy ar-
guments. Take, for example, Dean Acheson and George Kennan, 
the co-architects of America’s brilliant postwar strategy to contain 
the Soviet Union and make the world better and safer through such 
formidable institutions as the Marshall Plan, NATO (Kennan waf-
fled here), the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade. 

If they had been characters in a Hollywood movie, the differ-
ence in their appearance would have signaled their differences of 
opinion: Acheson looked every inch the swashbuckling British 
brigadier complete with a theatrical upturned mustache that set off 
his perfectly tailored double-breasted suits, and added to his com-
manding presence. Kennan also favored traditional attire, but of an 
unflamboyant type that underscored his low-key demeanor and the 
grace and precision of his writing. Acheson, the brilliant lawyer, was 
always prepared for intellectual combat; Kennan, the brilliant dip-
lomat, never avoided it. 

These two giants framed a sophisticated policy debate, at least 
within government circles. Both adjusted their views over time 
and with changing circumstances, as befits serious thinkers. For 
the most part, they agreed on the goals of halting the expansion 
of Soviet power and eventually bringing down the Soviet regime, 
reconstructing postwar Europe and Japan, and expanding American 
power. They disagreed on the means or the power needed to achieve 
these noble ends. 

Kennan gave the basic American policy of containment a new 
depth in a much admired long telegram from his diplomatic post 
in Moscow in 1946. It was published anonymously in the journal 
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Foreign Affairs, and came be to known as the “X” article because that 
was the entire byline. He wrote that the Soviets would try to extend 
their dominion, but would back off if the United States met these 
advances with counterpressure. They would not push conflicts to 
the point of confrontation, he believed, both because they recog-
nized American strength and because their overriding aim was to 
retain power at home. In Kennan’s view, the Soviet leaders would 
not risk their internal positions for external gain. If Washington 
applied the necessary, though not excessive, counterpressure, he 
predicted, Moscow would eventually collapse from within, the in-
evitable victim of its own corruption, inefficiency, brutality, internal 
contradictions, and fundamental flaws. Acheson rarely speculated 
on whether the Soviet empire would implode or how. Perhaps he 
felt that war between the superpowers was inevitable, but he didn’t 
want to say so. 

Both Acheson and Kennan believed in the centrality of economic 
power—interestingly, the former more than the latter. Both saw that 
economic well-being would make countries less vulnerable to com-
munism and to pressures from the Soviets. Both regarded America’s 
economic largesse as one part charity and nine parts hardheaded 
investment in American national security. From there on, however, 
they fought: Acheson from the heights of the establishment and 
Kennan from the groves of academe. 

While Kennan argued that Moscow was “impervious to logic of 
reason,” he went on to stress, “There is no reason, in theory, why it 
should not be possible for us to contain the Russians indefinitely by 
confronting them firmly and politely with superior strength at every 
turn.” He called for “the manipulation of our political and military 
forces in such a way that the Russians will always be confronted with 
military strength.” Acheson certainly found little to dispute in the 
plain meaning of these words. 

But Kennan contended he had been misunderstood, and by 
1949, he publicly excoriated the Truman administration for being 
excessively confrontational and needlessly exacerbating tensions 
with Moscow. He argued that if the United States would negotiate 



Power in the American Century   49 

with the Soviets to reduce mutual tensions and hostility, the Soviets 
would reciprocate. “The dog,” he argued, referring to Moscow, “for 
the moment, shows no signs of aggressiveness. The best thing for 
us to do is surely to try to establish, as between the two of us, the 
assumption that teeth have nothing to do with our mutual relation-
ship.” Kennan wanted to focus instead on protecting certain vital 
areas, such as Western Europe, and in that way to keep the Soviets 
boxed into their own sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. 

While neither man was dogmatic about responding to Soviet 
pressures, Kennan preferred diplomatic, economic, and psychologi-
cal power in contrast to Acheson’s heavy emphasis on military and 
economic power. In 1949, speaking at the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, Kennan cautioned, “We must refrain as much as possible from 
making the present East-West line a hard and fast one and should 
continually engage in negotiations with the Russians, even though 
we must recognize that they will consume needless time and that 
we cannot hope for success in terms of years.” A year earlier, he had 
gone so far as to argue that the Western powers should withdraw 
their occupation troops from Germany, thus unifying Germany, the 
center of the Cold War, averting the division of Europe, and thereby 
lessening tensions with the Kremlin. Fortunately, he would never 
resume this train of thought. Nor did he hesitate in 1950 to endorse 
U.S. military force in Korea, and when China’s entry signaled Soviet 
involvement, he fully backed Acheson’s strong response. 

Although Acheson initially favored engagement with the Sovi-
ets, even backing a plan to share nuclear technology with them, he 
soon began moving in the opposite direction. He saw negotiations 
as increasingly useless and naive. He declared: “You cannot sit down 
with [the Soviets].” He came to believe that the key to dealing with 
Moscow was establishing “situations of strength” throughout the 
world. “You can dam [communist ideology] up, you can put it to 
useful purposes, you can defeat it, but you can’t argue with it.” 

By the time Acheson became secretary of state in 1949, his empha-
sis on military strength over diplomacy had become official Ameri-
can policy. He and his allies solidified their victory in a famous 1950 
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National Security Council study that came to be known as NSC-68. 
This seminal document saw a growing Soviet threat to U.S. interests 
worldwide. America, the authors argued, should counter this threat 
by vastly increasing its military capabilities—both conventional and 
nuclear—and by establishing “situations of strength” around the 
world. Once all this was in place, Moscow would have to “recognize 
facts.” 

Years later, they battled one last time, over Vietnam. Kennan 
opposed American involvement from the outset. He correctly saw 
that American leaders didn’t know a thing about Vietnam, about 
its culture and colonial past, or, in particular, about the enormous 
power of Vietnamese nationalism. To him, Vietnam was essentially 
a diversion from the main theater of reckoning in Europe. The 
United States could only get mired down in Indochina and lose, he 
concluded. Early on, Acheson saw Vietnam less as a living country 
and more as a vital square on the strategic chessboard, where China 
and Russia were testing American power and will, and where Wash-
ington would have to prevail or suffer the strategic consequences. 
But by 1968, Acheson had come to believe that the war had been 
lost, shifted his ground dramatically, and urged President Lyndon 
B. Johnson to cut his losses. 

The Kennan-Acheson disputes enriched the internal debates, 
and the policies produced by them held up well throughout the Cold 
War. Acheson’s resistance to negotiations with Moscow was spot-on 
in the early years of the Cold War—when Western Europe’s collapse 
and Moscow’s intransigence would have led only to unilateral U.S. 
concessions. At that point, the focus had to be on shoring up friends. 
Acheson also correctly pressed for the restoration of U.S. military 
strength. But Kennan was correct, as well, in stressing the Soviets’ 
caution and aversion to high risks, as long as they knew Washington 
wasn’t a pushover. Most important, he was right to sound alarms 
about interventions in the Third World that would inevitably divert 
and weaken American power. He was also right to insist on the role 
of diplomacy, particularly as Soviet military might grew along with 
Soviet assertiveness. Finally and notably, these two policy giants 
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agreed that American power was best exercised through multilateral 
institutions such as the Marshall Plan and the World Bank, in which 
Washington could use its power to lead while minimizing resistance 
from followers. 

The sophisticated policy exchanges between Acheson and 
Kennan gave way in the Eisenhower administration to a schizo-
phrenic period, with rhetorical excesses by Secretary of State John 
Foster Dulles, on the one hand, and very cautious actions, by the 
president, on the other. 

Dulles was the public face of the administration and expressed 
the government’s most confrontational rhetoric—advocating a “roll-
back” of Soviet power from Eastern Europe. Dulles couldn’t bear the 
language of Truman’s containment doctrine, which, to him, implied 
acceptance of Moscow’s presence in the heart of Europe. Eisen-
hower didn’t like Dulles’ rhetoric, nor did America’s allies, but Ike 
indulged Dulles. Perhaps he reckoned that this rhetoric calmed the 
nerves of the strident right-wing Republicans. But Eisenhower kept 
his distance from Dulles’ insistent pressure to challenge Moscow in 
Europe. He even refused to aid the Hungarian revolutionaries in 
1956 for fear of sparking a wider war. 

Eisenhower didn’t like war and didn’t like communists. His vast 
military experience made him properly reluctant about using mili-
tary force, save for clear-cut threats. His experience with Moscow 
made him appropriately skeptical about trying to compromise with 
its extravagant demands. So, he rarely drew the sword and rarely 
parlayed. He didn’t venture into summitry until the very end of his 
second term. 

Only once did Eisenhower assert American power against the 
Soviets and Chinese, and that was at the beginning of his admin-
istration. He was determined to end the Korean War and let the 
communists know he was ready to use the American nuclear arsenal. 
The United States had the nuclear edge, and Ike played that advan-
tage. But he tied his threats to cease-fire compromises as well. His 
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only other outright assertion of power was against America’s own 
allies, France and the United Kingdom, to halt their invasion of the 
Suez Canal in 1956. 

Eisenhower based his national security policy on three strate-
gic elements. The first was covert action against communist-lean-
ing governments in the Third World, most notably in Iran in 1953 
and Guatemala in 1954. Second, in what was called the Eisenhower 
Doctrine, he asserted his intentions to protect U.S. interests in the 
Middle East with economic aid and military training. He did not 
press for permanent bases and troop deployments. Third, he devel-
oped a defense policy known as the “New Look.” It featured modest 
expenditures and deterrence of wars rather than massive arms build-
ups with which to wage them. 

Eisenhower was against militarizing U.S. foreign policy. When-
ever he could, he even went so far as to play down threats, as he  
did when Americans panicked over the Soviet launching of Sput-
nik in 1957. Instead of using this stunning advance to justify major 
increases in military spending, he called upon Americans to spend 
more on math and science education. Nor was he about to squander 
American power in Asian land wars. He replaced French troops in 
Indochina with U.S. military advisers, but not with U.S. combat 
troops. Eisenhower’s hallmark was to warn against both anticom-
munist hysteria and excessive Pentagon budgets, as he did in his 
farewell address warning his fellow citizens against the undue influ-
ence of the military-industrial complex. To Eisenhower, American 
power was to be carefully husbanded and applied only sparingly, 
when necessary. 

President Kennedy charged that Ike’s husbanding of Amer-
ican power had led to a loss of American prestige and power in the 
world. He argued that the Soviet threat was on the rise, and that 
Eisenhower had done little to thwart it. He promised to get Amer-
ica “moving again” at home and abroad. During his brief tenure, 
he experimented with almost every instrument of power, getting  
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very mixed results, and seemed to find a comfort zone only after the 
Cuban missile crisis of 1962. 

At the outset, he was bent on restoring American power with 
a mix of big defense spending increases and high-stakes summitry 
with the Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev. He quickly traveled 
to Vienna for a summit conference with Khrushchev, and, just as 
quickly, regretted it. He accurately sensed that Khrushchev viewed 
him as an inexperienced pushover. As for his desire to demonstrate 
U.S. will and power, that soon morphed into the fiasco of the 1961 
Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba. 

But Kennedy, ever sensitive to the effects of failure on power, 
redeemed himself a year later, in 1962, with his management of the 
Cuban missile crisis, the single most brilliant display of American 
military and diplomatic power in Cold War history. He master-
fully assembled naval and air superiority around Cuba and backed 
it up with a combination of tough public and flexible private diplo-
macy. He followed this triumph by initiating bold negotiations with 
Moscow to ban nuclear testing aboveground. 

For all his newfound prestige and confidence, however, Kennedy 
could not come to terms with the deteriorating situation in Indo-
china—erratically responding by making deep public commitments 
to Vietnam, then saying that salvation was up to the Vietnamese, then 
increasing U.S. forces there, and then pretending to reduce them. At 
the moment of his assassination, America’s standing globally was soar-
ing, demonstrating the dynamic president’s great skill at appealing to 
peoples around the world, an appeal he did not live long enough to 
exploit. He also set military doctrine on a more credible course by 
diminishing Eisenhower’s reliance on nuclear might and initiating 
the buildup of U.S. conventional (nonnuclear) forces. All this put the 
United States in a better position both to threaten and to fight. 

Kennedy could get away with sending mixed signals on Viet-
nam because the situation there hadn’t reached a point of desperation 
where the only option was to escalate the war or face the humiliation 
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of defeat. President Johnson didn’t have that luxury as communist 
gains threatened victory. And while Kennedy was busy enhancing 
America’s military might, it was already in place and ready for use 
by LBJ. By 1965, the president who dreamed of making his mark at 
home with his “Great Society” programs found himself ensnared in 
a war with no feasible escape routes—and with virtually all of his 
country’s power focused on that one tiny spot in Asia. 

I was director of policy planning and arms control in the Office 
of the Secretary of Defense during Johnson’s last two years in office, 
1967–1969. Having just turned thirty, I was part of the cadre of in-
experienced national security experts drafted into the Pentagon 
by Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara, the chief architect of 
American involvement in the Vietnam War. I have never felt so much 
tension and pressure in any position in my life: America was on the 
path toward deploying more than 500,000 servicemen and -women 
in the theater of war, with deaths ultimately to exceed 50,000, count-
less wounded, and the nation sharply divided over our involvement 
in Southeast Asia. A few of us civilians in the Pentagon were among 
the few in the national security bureaucracy who were arguing for 
de-Americanizing the war and starting negotiations. It was hardly 
a dovish stance, but in the heated atmosphere of Washington’s an-
ticommunists and antiappeasers, we found ourselves often targeted 
and always vulnerable. 

In the meantime, Johnson kept increasing U.S. military involve-
ment, putting almost all of America’s power and prestige into Viet-
nam; little remained for anything else. He cashed in most of his 
chits with friends and allies and called in all favors in return for their 
assistance in Vietnam. The United States had been protecting many 
of them, and it was payback time, although not much was paid back. 
Johnson was obsessed by the fear of losing this war, and he had little 
time or power left over for other world affairs. 

Vietnam was the culmination of the decades of tension between 
the United States and its allies over the former colonial world. Once 
shorn of their former colonies, our Western European allies wanted 
little or no part of the high-profile military operations there. At the 
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same time, the allies were becoming increasingly averse to risky 
confrontations with Moscow in Europe. America’s allies developed 
an intensely conflicted attitude toward American power—at once 
taking it for granted and relying on it, while also worrying that it 
would get them into trouble with their overbearing neighbor to the 
east, the Soviet Union. By the end of Johnson’s tenure, American 
power was drowning in Vietnam. 

The genius of President Richard M. Nixon and Henry A. 
Kissinger, his principal adviser, was to let the victim drown slowly 
while they steered the world’s attention in another direction—to 
the most dazzling and theatrical display of American power ever. 
Whether by design or not, they dragged out the Vietnam War, per-
haps hoping for victory, but not expecting one, and made their main 
focus the ushering in of the most active and wide-ranging period of 
high-wire, high-stakes diplomacy in American history. For this, the 
president and the nation paid the price of the Watergate scandal and 
of profound domestic social upheavals. 

The two master strategists arrived in the White House with the 
view that U.S. power was in decline, and that Americans had lost 
their resolve to remain a great power. To overcome these weak-
nesses, they designed a theater of diplomacy, a nonstop show with 
bells and whistles: They calculated that if their diplomacy dazzled 
the world and succeeded, they would restore America’s lost power. 

Nixon and Kissinger certainly accomplished a great deal—and 
certainly knew how to exaggerate their extraordinary accomplish-
ments. They overstated American weakness and war fatigue to make 
their struggle to overcome them appear all the more heroic. More 
credit to them, they also knew how to make their diplomatic tri-
umphs look like Herculean feats, although these feats still left key 
problems unresolved. 

Again, to their credit, they were masters at using a combination 
of mirrors and fears creatively, at least outside Indochina. To name 
but three of their greatest diplomatic triumphs: the dramatic open-
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ing of relations with China, the broad-ranging and daring arms con-
trol talks with Moscow, and a masterpiece of a settlement between 
Egypt and Israel after Israel’s victory in the 1973 Yom Kippur War. 
The opening in Beijing gave the United States new leverage over 
both Moscow and China, and Nixon and Kissinger’s wheeling and 
dealing in the volatile Middle East established America as the sole 
peace negotiator acceptable to all regional parties. 

In effect, the Nixon-Kissinger team mapped out a new kind 
of international power base for the United States—one rooted in 
America’s unique position as the only nation most adversaries would 
work with. The strategy gave the United States a new aura of in-
dispensability and, in turn, cushioned the defeat when it ultimately 
came in Vietnam in 1975. Almost every foreign policy expert (espe-
cially including Nixon and Kissinger) had predicted that Saigon’s 
fall would trigger a strategic disaster for Washington, precipitating 
a series of events that would inevitably lead to America’s allies fall-
ing like dominoes to Soviet communism. But no country in Asia 
wanted to see a dispirited and depleted America, because Asia clearly 
grasped the centrality of a strong United States to the region’s secu-
rity and economic future. 

Though Nixon and Kissinger had left American foreign policy 
and power in reasonably good shape, Jimmy Carter did not see it 
that way. To him, Nixon had exaggerated the importance of So-
viet-American relations and had undervalued North-South ties— 
relations with the developing world. Perhaps most tellingly, Carter 
believed Nixon and Kissinger had utterly failed to play America’s 
strongest power card: its values and its role as preeminent champion 
of human rights. 

That said, however, Carter was almost always of two minds about 
U.S. power: one, the hard-edged, Soviet-leery approach of Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, his Polish-born national security adviser; the other, the 
idealistic and lawyerly approach of Cyrus Vance, his secretary of 
state. He chose one, then the other, but rarely integrated the two 
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into a coherent overall policy. The man who would become a very 
outspoken former president left everyone confused about if and how 
he would exercise American power. 

I worked for Vance as the assistant secretary of state for politico-
military affairs, responsible for Soviet-American arms control talks, 
conventional arms sales, and all matters relating to the use of force. 
My loyalty to Vance never wavered, but my views fell much closer to 
Brzezinski’s. At the State Department, I was given the responsibil-
ity to reduce arms sales, despite the fact that I had just published an 
article in Foreign Policy saying that such sales were a “major instru-
ment” of U.S. policy and power. I now found myself pushing for 
arms control agreements with Moscow, even though I believed that 
arms control talks could not achieve much because neither side was 
ready to give up much. I favored the deployment of the infamous 
neutron bomb (the nuclear explosive that would destroy human life, 
but leave buildings intact), not because I thought it was needed mili-
tarily, but because the Soviets had just deployed new missiles and 
were trying to prevent our modernizing NATO’s capabilities in any 
way. Moscow, I believed, couldn’t be permitted such a veto over our 
military decisions. These negotiations continued with Moscow, as 
our allies took Carter less and less seriously. By 1980, I myself ended 
up voting for Ronald Reagan over Carter. 

The main battle of the Carter years was that between the Co-
lumbia professor and the Wall Street lawyer. Though Brzezinski 
outdid Acheson in his passionate anti-Soviet feelings, and Vance 
went well beyond Kennan’s belief in the power of persuasion, Brzez-
inski and Vance stood even farther apart on most issues than had 
the two Truman aides. But they did share Carter’s commitment to 
promoting human rights, which became a centerpiece of Carter’s 
foreign policy. It sprang from Vance’s conviction that Nixon and 
Kissinger had strayed too far afield from basic American values, and 
that their diplomatic maneuvers lacked any semblance of ethical bal-
last. The top tier of the Carter team all thought that holding the 
human rights banner aloft would restore America’s moral leader-
ship internationally, giving Washington renewed influence almost 
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everywhere as people associated America once again with hopes for 
a better and more democratic life. But while the human rights cam-
paign certainly did reestablish America’s moral credentials, it also 
tended to undercut Carter’s quest for agreements with the Soviet 
leadership, and it worried many of America’s traditional allies, such 
as Iran and Saudi Arabia, whose authoritarian regimes felt threat-
ened by Carter’s high-minded rhetoric. 

To further complicate the situation, the Vance-Brzezinski split 
was magnified by their supporters within the administration and 
even more so by the new political alignments on foreign policy in 
the country itself. Democrats had moved farther to the left while 
Republicans were moving farther to the right. Vietnam had been the 
trigger for this change. Most Democrats strongly opposed the Viet-
nam policy in the Johnson and Nixon years, and most Republicans 
backed it. But in a pivotal shift, outraged conservative Democrats— 
later to be known as neoconservatives—fled to the GOP, where 
they found hard-line soul mates. These migrations homogenized 
the formerly mixed political parties and reduced the overlap that 
had allowed for some degree of bipartisanship. Political room for 
maneuvering and compromises sharply narrowed, and the modern 
era of 24/7 partisanship was born. 

In effect, the common ground of the Kennan-Acheson era had 
disappeared, and the two sides now clashed sharply over everything. 
Conservatives saw the Soviets as stronger and more dangerous 
than ever. Liberals, while decrying conservative exaggerations, de-
manded more arms control. Vance pressed for more mutual com-
promises with Moscow. Brzezinski, who didn’t oppose negotiations 
with Moscow, soured on compromises, and believed that Moscow 
would give in if Washington stood more firmly. If this didn’t work 
and the two sides failed to reach agreement, so be it. 

Carter leaned to one, then to the other, and mostly toward 
Vance—until the Soviets invaded Afghanistan and the Iranians took 
fifty-two Americans hostage in Tehran. Those two blows changed 
Carter from a man who had initiated one of the most ambitious 
set of arms control negotiations ever with Moscow to a president  
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who didn’t want to negotiate with Moscow at all. He also announced 
the Carter Doctrine, which stated that the United States would not 
allow any power to control the Persian Gulf. 

Still, Carter could not decide what kind of power to use in these 
situations. In Afghanistan, he took a tough stand and stepped up 
the supply of arms to the Muslim rebels fighting the Soviets. But 
in Iran, he neither took nor threatened military action against the 
Iranian hostage-takers, his failed rescue effort notwithstanding. 
Carter’s four years of lurching between Brzezinski’s distrust of the 
Soviets and Vance’s unwavering support for arms control talks fore-
shadowed the new style in U.S. foreign policy—where presidents 
swung from hard to soft lines, and soft to hard, from threats to con-
cessions and back, quickly and quixotically. 

Much as Kennedy had felt impelled to make up ground lost by 
Eisenhower’s restraint in world affairs, Ronald Reagan entered the 
White House convinced that Carter’s vacillations had only encour-
aged the Soviets to expand their military power and frontally chal-
lenge American interests. Immediately, he ordered major increases 
in Pentagon spending, exceeding those of JFK, and hardened all 
U.S. negotiating positions with the Soviets. Reagan was putting 
himself in a position to make maximum demands, and if the Soviets 
refused those demands, he seemed fully prepared to live without 
arms agreements altogether. The Cold War, he believed, was reach-
ing a crescendo, and his aim was to maximize U.S. power to pursue 
maximum goals against Moscow, leaving little time or resources for 
anything else. 

Reagan punctuated his military buildup with rhetorical rock-
ets, as when he called the communist superpower “an evil empire.” 
Evil it was, but no president had ever called this spade a spade. This 
drove our European allies, always easily rattled, into fretting that  
Reagan was a greater threat to world peace than the Soviets. Allied 
unity hung in the balance until Reagan improved ties with Moscow 
late in his administration. 
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Reagan’s devotees have lobbied historians to portray the Soviet 
collapse after he left office as the fruit of his hard-line strategy: that 
is, the strategy of driving up U.S. arms to drive up Soviet spending 
on arms in a weakened economy to drive Moscow into economic 
bankruptcy, and finally into total political collapse. But the weight 
of the evidence shows that the Soviets didn’t try to match Reagan’s 
military increases, because they couldn’t. Their economy was al-
ready sinking from decades of mismanagement and corruption, and 
their political clout was undermined by their defeat in Afghanistan. 
For the most part, then, the Soviet system rotted away from within, 
just as Kennan had predicted it would. 

But Reagan’s devotees usually ignore the other half of his strat-
egy, once America’s triumph in the Cold War became clear. Reagan 
worked to make the most far-reaching arms control agreements 
with his Soviet counterpart, Mikhail Gorbachev. Both leaders  
pushed aside their hard-line advisers, and Gorbachev met Reagan 
more than halfway. To understate the situation, many of Reagan’s 
advisers were unnerved by the mutual cordiality of the two leaders. 

As this historic Soviet-American drama was unfolding, Reagan 
made some serious mistakes in his use of American power in other 
places. He was fixated on the Soviet penetration of Central Amer-
ica and moved swiftly against Moscow’s allies in Nicaragua and El 
Salvador. He spent $4 billion in El Salvador alone, on military and 
economic support during the civil war, and launched a major covert 
military program against the communist-sympathizing Sandinista 
government. After Congress prohibited further aid to the contra 
rebels in Nicaragua, Reagan approved a bizarre and illegal program 
to sell arms to the Iranians, who were allies of the terrorists holding 
Americans hostage in Lebanon, in return for cash, which Reagan 
then transferred to the Nicaraguan contras. The Reagan team would 
fight communism—even at the expense of selling arms to a country, 
Iran, linked to terrorism and thus establishing the dangerous prec-
edent of trading arms for hostages. In another, earlier, misstep in 
1982, Reagan dispatched a small contingent of marines to Lebanon. 
More than a year later, on October 23, 1983, suicide terrorists drove 
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a bomb-laden truck into the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut, kill-
ing 241 servicemen. Suddenly, the president saw Lebanon not as a 
peacekeeping operation, but as a big civil war, and wanted out, fast. 
Four months later, with no serious effort to hunt down the killers 
or to inflict retribution, and after having called Lebanon vital to 
U.S. interests, he redeployed the remaining marines. Reagan and 
his team didn’t realize that Lebanon represented the first terrorist 
blow of a new era—and they let the terrorists get away with it. 

He did, however, take the right and decisive action later, in 1986, 
when he launched an air strike directly against the Libyan strong-
man Muammar Qaddafi. It was in retaliation for a Libyan-sponsored 
terrorist attack against U.S. soldiers in Berlin. Qaddafi survived, but 
his daughter was killed. It’s possible that this reminder of American 
power may have contributed to Qaddafi’s later decision to funda-
mentally alter his policies. 

Looking back, we can see that Reagan began somewhat like Ken-
nedy: bombastic rhetoric and stepped-up military spending to check 
presumed Soviet superiority, followed by negative reactions from 
around the world, followed by a diplomatic offensive. Perhaps the 
former set up the latter, but that’s for historians to debate. But don’t 
scoff at the likelihood that Reagan knew what he was doing. I inter-
viewed him several times for a piece in The New York Times Maga-
zine, and he convinced me that he understood being tough gave him 
the power to compromise. Or as James Baker put it to me, “The 
president was, after all, a C-plus student at Eureka College, but I’ve 
never seen a better bargainer.” 

George H. W. Bush  began where Reagan left off—and bested 
him with a well-laid plan for wielding America’s newfound diplo-
matic power to end the Cold War in peace. He and his team per-
formed brilliantly. With Soviet leaders barely holding on to empire 
and country, the United States seemed to have the power to dictate 
the terms of defeat. But had Bush attempted to do that, he would 
have badly overplayed his hand. Instead, he sought to shape the 



62   Power Rules 

terms of the peace. Specifically, he arranged for the withdrawal of 
Soviet forces from the heart of Europe—without making Mikhail 
Gorbachev look powerless. If Bush had tried to break the negotiat-
ing bank and make Gorbachev pay dearly, almost certainly the last 
Soviet leader would have resisted. 

Bush, James Baker, his secretary of state, and Brent Scowcroft, 
his national security adviser, also brought their diplomatic power 
to bear in order to consolidate on Russian soil the nuclear weap-
ons that had previously been stored throughout the former Soviet 
Union. They also worked with the Soviets to bring about elections 
in Nicaragua, which led to the defeat of the Soviet allies there, the 
Sandinistas. And they kicked off a promising, albeit short-lived, 
peace process in the Middle East, involving almost every player in 
the region, as well as key outsiders. Bush, Baker, and Scowcroft real-
ized the United States had the power not to dictate, but to get things 
done through diplomacy. 

Their sense of achieving U.S. aims by limiting those aims was 
most deftly displayed in their handling of the First Gulf War. To 
drive Saddam Hussein’s army from Kuwait, they took their time, 
and they limited their goals, both to obtain the blessing of the UN 
Security Council and to assemble an impressive coalition. Their de-
cision was controversial then, as now. Whether their call was right 
or wrong, they kept their vast coalition together, including Arabs, 
and established the United States as the world’s indispensable diplo-
matic power and peacemaker. 

The Bush team fared less well in coming to grips with failed or 
failing states such as the former Yugoslavia and Somalia. They didn’t 
see any clear-cut American interests in these countries. Neither the 
reports of immense human suffering, the heartrending images of 
refugees and poverty, nor earning a reputation for being uncaring 
troubled them. Nor did they understand that these nasty civil wars 
could become the breeding grounds for terrorists. Brent Scowcroft, 
Bush’s national security adviser, sensed that they were entering an 
era of new challenges and called for “a new world order.” But noth-
ing came of the idea. Bush’s team performed better in putting the 



Power in the American Century   63 

old world’s problems to bed than in getting ahead of the new ones. 
They grasped how power had to be exercised in a more complicated 
world, but they didn’t come to terms with the new problems that 
world faced. 

Bill Clinton ignored many of Bush’s diplomatic endeavors  
until late in his tenure. My first encounter with Clinton came when 
he was governor of Arkansas and I was the op-ed page editor of the 
Times. I phoned him to discuss a piece on infrastructure, and he 
took my breath away with his knowledge and analysis. After almost 
an hour, I finally interrupted to say, “So, you’ll do the piece for me?” 
“Yes,” he responded, “but what do you want me to say?” 

Clinton could impress any world leader with his knowledge and 
power of expression. But he seldom looked comfortable wielding 
power either at home or abroad. Perhaps he believed that with the 
end of the Cold War and America’s being the only superpower, he 
could escape history’s ugly game of power politics. The gods of op-
timism appeared to have sprinkled stardust on the playing field: the 
Internet seemed poised to trigger unprecedented quantities of infor-
mation that would eventually lead to peoples everywhere achieving 
freedom and, ultimately, even wealth. Globalization seemed ready 
to guarantee democracy, peace, and prosperity to all. Accordingly, 
Clinton pivoted toward domestic issues to make the American econ-
omy and society his top priority. The motto of his election campaign 
had said it all: “It’s the economy, stupid!” Foreign policy would be 
subordinated to domestic policy, and the military and economic 
power so prominently featured during the Cold War would take a 
backseat to understanding others, friendly persuasion, the spreading 
of American values and culture, and the pursuit of common eco-
nomic interests. Dire threats to national security seemed gone with 
the wind. An overall strategy for U.S. power didn’t appear neces-
sary. As problems arose, Clinton could simply serve up the needed 
dollops of American power, à la carte. 

If there was any consistent pattern to Clinton’s efforts, it was to 
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dodge international bullets and stay focused on both the world 
economy and the American economy. Following up on the poli-
cies of Bush, in 1992 he signed the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), which increased trade among the United 
States, Mexico, and Canada. He also lifted the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation to the summit level. In 1995, the United States 
joined the World Trade Organization (WTO), designed to reduce 
trade barriers and resolve trade disputes among most nations in 
the world. Both NAFTA and the WTO cost Clinton heavily 
among fellow Democrats who argued that he was disadvantaging 
American workers and jeopardizing American competitiveness in 
his rush into the new, globalized world. He pushed to expand trade 
with China and a rising Asia generally. He built up economic capi-
tal impressively, but never deployed it for strategic purposes. 

When it came to dealing with failed or failing states, Clinton 
was the very model of Carteresque confusion and inconsistency. He 
had slammed Bush for being indifferent to humanitarian horrors 
in Somalia and Bosnia, only to follow suit by scrambling to avoid 
military intervention. In fact, he began by pushing for a cut in U.S. 
troops in Somalia and pressed the UN to assume responsibility 
there. But then, after some military reverses, he added U.S. Special 
Forces back into the mix and misguidedly expanded their mission 
to hunting down Somalian warlords. And then, after some special 
forces were ambushed, he withdrew all U.S. forces entirely. 

After three years of excuses for doing nothing about the Ser-
bian genocide in Bosnia, Clinton finally took effective military 
and diplomatic action. The limited and surgical use of force and 
the brilliant diplomacy by Richard Holbrooke were probably the 
proudest moments in Clinton’s foreign policy. The president’s sub-
sequent handling of the civil war in Kosovo reinforced the sense 
of his being on top of the failed-state problems of the new era. But 
then there was his failure to act to stop the genocide in Rwanda, 
the most indelible foreign policy stain on Clinton’s record. 

Nor did Clinton get his bearings on combating rogue states 
and terrorism. He said Saddam was planning to assassinate former 
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President Bush, then dutifully hit Baghdad with a few cruise 
missiles for a day. In 1998, he bombed Iraq for four days after 
Saddam interfered with UN inspectors. These actions surely left 
Saddam—and perhaps Milosevic as well—convinced that Clinton 
was incapable of being serious about using real force. And when 
terrorists tried to blow up the World Trade Center in 1993, and 
later struck U.S. embassies in Africa, he did nothing at all for 
five years, until 1998, when he ordered small cruise missile at-
tacks against Afghanistan and Sudan. These erratic, fragmentary, 
and feeble acts showed that Clinton had no comprehension of the 
nature and the magnitude of the growing global terrorist threat, 
let alone what to do about it. 

Clinton did not hesitate, however, to seize upon opportunities 
for conflict resolution. He wisely allowed the Israelis and Pales-
tinians to negotiate directly and secretly in Oslo and then played 
successful host to the signing of their accords on the White House 
lawn in 1993. He jumped into the Haiti situation in 1994, suf-
ficiently to restore constitutional order there, but not to resolve 
the larger problems. In 1998, he played successful peacemaker in 
Northern Ireland. 

But then, in the waning days of his presidency, he bizarrely un-
dertook the most far-reaching negotiations with both the Israelis 
and Palestinians as well as with the North Koreans. Bizarre, be-
cause he had only weeks left to serve out his term and thus could 
not bring U.S. power to bear to conclude the agreements, let alone 
the power to bind his successor to them. 

Clinton departed office more liked than feared. In fact, he was 
not feared at all. The one exception may have been Belgrade, the 
recipient of a well-deserved military punishment because of both 
Bosnia and Kosovo. People in Eastern Europe certainly admired 
him for including them under NATO’s protection. Generally, 
leaders and people around the world did like Clinton and Clin-
ton’s America, but they seldom did as he wished or demanded. 
The positive feelings—as well as the strong American economy— 
never translated into strategic power. 
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. . . .  

If Clinton believed that the new millennium meant the 
United States could escape power politics, President George W. 
Bush thought it meant that the United States could dominate 
power politics. The former hoped he would not have to fight; the 
latter believed he could now fight and win. Whereas Clinton felt 
he should focus on the economic dimensions of international af-
fairs and avoid force as much as possible, Bush quickly concluded 
that threatening and waging war would provide the answer to all 
America’s prayers for security. Clinton reckoned he was inaugu-
rating a new era of noncoercive power. Bush calculated that with 
the Soviet Union gone and America’s standing as the sole super-
power, he was the beneficiary of a new golden era of American 
military power. 

Bush and Condoleezza Rice, his first national security adviser 
and later his secretary of state, believed that Clinton’s major mis-
take had been to focus American power on small-fry issues such as 
Bosnia, Somalia, and Kosovo, while overlooking the new emerg-
ing threats from major rising powers such as Beijing and Moscow. 
In the thinking of Bush’s team, these major powers were the only 
ones that could hurt the United States, but the team always added 
Saddam Hussein for good measure, in private. It would wait for the 
right time to reveal this little secret. 

But the team set aside this carefully conceived and bizarre big 
power balance-of-power theory when al-Qaeda terrorists struck on 
September 11, 2001. From then on, all powers would be subordi-
nated to the “war on terror.” With tremendous support worldwide, 
Bush ordered U.S. forces into Afghanistan to take out al-Qaeda 
and remove its Taliban hosts in Kabul. But before completing that 
task, he linked 9/11 to Iraq, with almost no evidence, insisting that 
Saddam was close to achieving a nuclear weapons capability, and 
attacked Iraq. The U.S. forces rapidly toppled the Taliban and 
Saddam, and then found themselves enmeshed in ongoing insur-
gencies for which they were not prepared. 
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Bush had warned Iraq, along with Iran and North Korea, in his 
2002 “axis of evil” State of the Union Address. They were all rogue 
states, hell-bent on developing nuclear weapons and on aiding ter-
rorists, and, he asserted, Washington would stop them. Even after 
he invaded Iraq, Bush continued to threaten Tehran and Pyongyang, 
but the quagmire in Iraq took away the power of his threats. Iran 
and North Korea continued their nuclear programs, and Bush—his 
threats ignored—later modified his line to say that diplomacy had 
to be given a chance to solve these problems and that diplomacy 
would take time. He never withdrew his threats from the table, but 
Americans and others seemed more worried by them than the Ira-
nians or the North Koreans. 

Nor did Bush ever disavow the announced Pentagon doctrine 
that the United States would prepare itself to take preemptive mili-
tary action against any state it judged to be a serious threat. The 
announcement of the doctrine in 2002 caused a firestorm. What 
disturbed many at home and abroad was not that the United States 
had such a capability or doctrine, but that the Bush administration 
chose to make it public—with all its tricky ambiguities and its in-
your-face threats. Preemptive attacks without hard evidence of im-
minent threats to America’s national security sounded like preven-
tive war, wherever and whenever Washington felt threatened. The 
doctrine of preemptive action sent a notice of intent, and the “axis 
of evil” speech had clearly put the targets on notice. 

Until the last year or so of his administration, Bush asserted the 
vast powers of commander in chief and exercised almost complete 
control over Congress through an obedient Republican majority. 
No one in America could or did deter Bush from conducting foreign 
policy as he wished. 

Bush and Clinton failed for almost opposite reasons. Clinton had 
been liked and not feared, but not liked enough for others to do his 
bidding. Bush had been feared and not loved, but not feared enough 
for others to submit. Neither Clinton’s nor Bush’s side, however, 
would abandon its essential beliefs about power. The opposing 
bands played on—through the 2008 presidential elections. 
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. . . .  

The contest between the Democrat Barack Obama and the 
Republican John McCain encapsulated the flavor, if not the exact 
terms, of the previous fifty years of domestic debates over U.S. for-
eign policy and the meaning of American power. At the public level, 
their differences reflected the well-established feud between Demo-
crats who stood for soft power, and Republicans who demanded hard 
power. At the public level, the result was neither clarifying nor edi-
fying. But underneath, something potentially helpful to U.S. policy 
was developing: a more sophisticated exchange, more along the lines 
of Acheson and Kennan. 

As had happened so often in the past, the real contest was not 
between liberal soft-line Democrats and hard-line Republican con-
servatives. It was between the moderate-to-liberal camp associated 
in many respects with Professor Joseph Nye of Harvard (who had 
served in the Carter and Clinton administrations), and the neocon-
servative-to-conservative camp associated with Charles Krautham-
mer, a Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist for The Washington Post 
and a psychiatrist by training who thrilled top Republicans with his 
sharp intellect. Both began with the correct premise that the United 
States now sits at the top of the power mountain alone, the Rome of 
its day, and then they parted ways. 

Nye started this latest round of the ongoing debate with his 2004 
book, Soft Power. Nye has been a well-known moderate and pragma-
tist, but interestingly and inexplicably, he took a stance in this book 
that was clearly in the liberal tradition. He asserted that there are 
three ways to get what you want from others: “One is to threaten 
them with sticks; the second is to pay them with carrots; the third 
is to attract them or co-opt them, so that they want what you want. 
If you can get others to be attracted, to want what you want, it costs 
you much less in carrots and sticks.” Soft power is “not force, not 
money,” he argued, neither carrots nor sticks, which he confined to 
“hard power.” Rather, it aims to “engender cooperation” by “an at-
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traction to shared values, and the justness and duty of contributing 
to the achievement of those values.” 

At different points, Nye elaborated his thinking as follows: Soft 
power “co-opts people rather than coerces them.” Later, “Soft power 
rests on the ability to shape the preferences of others.” Then, “Cred-
ibility and legitimacy are what soft power is all about.” 

As Nye’s thinking evolved, he added economics to the soft-power 
quiver, whether wielded as carrots or sticks. In other words, he in-
troduced economic coercion through the back door, but still called 
it attraction. Then, he added the final touch to soft power—military 
power. “Military prowess and competence can sometimes create soft 
power. Dictators such as Hitler and Stalin cultivated myths of invin-
cibility and inevitability to structure expectations and attract others 
to join their cause. As Osama bin Laden has said, ‘People are at-
tracted to a strong horse rather than a weak horse.’ ” 

Soft power now seems to mean almost everything. It includes 
military prowess (presumably demonstrated by military action) and 
all kinds of economic transactions involving the giving or withhold-
ing of money for coercive purposes, as well as the old standbys— 
leadership, persuasion, values, and respect for international insti-
tutions and law. Perhaps the advocates of soft power had trouble 
finding noncoercive examples of getting other nations to do what 
they didn’t want to do. In any event, what Nye and others finally put 
forward was more realistic and closer to moderate positions than 
where they had begun. 

Most recently, Nye teamed with the conservative Richard Ar-
mitage as coauthors of “Smart Power,” a report published by the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, D.C. 
Smart power is, of course, neither hard nor soft, but a combina-
tion of the two. But their concept really is a mechanical combining 
rather than a genuine blending of the two ideas, and it clearly leans 
toward the soft-power side. “Legitimacy is central to soft power,” 
Nye and Armitage wrote; they then added: “Legitimacy can also 
reduce opposition to—and the costs of—using hard power when the 
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situation demands. Appealing to others’ values, interests, and pref-
erences can, in certain circumstances, replace the dependence on 
carrots and sticks.” 

Nye and Armitage are not exactly knee-jerk liberals throwing 
around their foreign policy credentials. They are pragmatists and 
realists, however unformed their new version of power. But Charles 
Krauthammer and many conservatives are prone to caricature 
anyone who disagrees even slightly with them. This doesn’t elevate 
the public debate, but it does give them an advantage. 

Krauthammer, of course, never wrote a book entitled Hard Power, 
but he made no bones about favoring military power, threats, and 
the national willpower to see through challenges to a victorious end, 
or about being opposed to bargaining with anyone he judged to be 
the devil. He argued that America was “the dominant power in the 
world,” and that it was therefore “in a position to reshape norms, 
alter expectations, and create new realities. How? By unapologetic 
and implacable demonstrations of will.” He labeled those who called 
for multilateral diplomacy as “hopelessly utopian.” The United 
States was in the right and had the right to act unilaterally. 

In case anyone missed the point, he stressed this: “What stability 
we do enjoy today [in the world] is owed to the overwhelming power 
and deterrent threat of the United States.” And then to demonstrate 
his admiration of that power, he wrote: “Most Americans did not 
even know that our special forces could ride horseback, train a laser 
on a tank and see it pulverized by a bomber that might have come 
from Missouri. . . . [T]he power and resolve that America demon-
strated in Afghanistan have already deeply impressed the world.” 
Others, like Yemen, he noted, would henceforth behave, and their 
restraint would “com[e] not from love of America. It comes from 
deep fear and newfound respect.” If America’s European allies 
wouldn’t go along with this, he dismissed them: “We will let them 
hold our coats, but not tie our hands.” 

As for dealing with tyrants like Saddam who were developing 
nuclear weapons, he flatly opposed diplomacy, fearing that only 
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worthless agreements and cheating would result. To Krautham-
mer, the only safe course of action was regime change or the over-
throwing of evil leaders. Krauthammer’s message to Saddam, the 
Iranians, and the North Koreans was unambiguous: “You will be 
not only disarmed but dethroned.” He did not have much, if any, 
faith in what he termed “classical deterrence”—military action alone 
promises safety. As for America having to go it alone, Krauthammer 
counseled against worry: “The new unilateralism defines American 
interests far beyond narrow self-defense. In particular, it identifies 
two other major interests, both global: extending the peace by main-
taining democracy and preserving the peace by acting as balancer 
of last resort.” Other countries “will cooperate with us, first, out of 
their own self-interest and second, out of the need and desire to cul-
tivate good relations with the world’s superpower. Warm and fuzzy 
feelings are a distant third.” 

One final thought about Nye and Krauthammer—the ultimate 
irony, in fact—should not escape unnoticed. Both supported most 
U.S. military interventions in the last two decades. In fact, Kraut-
hammer did so fewer times than Nye because he opposed the hu-
manitarian interventions Bosnia and Somalia. While foreign policy 
experts usually battle each other over policy, they tend to follow 
presidents to war together. 

Left and right have come together in another area as well in  
recent times—in the realm of promoting human rights, democracy, 
and freedom: what now passes for morality and ethics. Tradition-
ally, liberals always occupied this high ground, but beginning with 
Reagan in the 1980s, conservatives also began to fly under these 
colors. Both were joined most enthusiastically by many neocon-
servatives during the Clinton years. Thus the twenty-first century 
bears witness to articles such as the one by the liberal Ivo Daalder 
and the neoconservative Robert Kagan, proclaiming the need for a 
coalition of democracies (Peru, South Korea, America, and South 
Africa, to name a few) to advance democratic values and interests. 
The antirealists of both stripes finally discovered a common home. 
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. . . .  

The Hamilton and Jefferson camps, along with their soft- and 
hard-power descendants, are still alive and well and largely intact. 
They are smart, knowledgeable, and talented professionals, and 
practiced warriors. They also continue to reflect the two gut im-
pulses of American foreign policy—the power of love and the love 
of power, soft and hard. Americans don’t want their power raw; it 
has to be sautéed in the best of causes. But Americans do love to feel 
that their country is powerful, and that their leaders will excel at 
transforming the world into a better and safer place. 

Neither group has gotten power right. And as long as these two 
traditions, with all their flaws, continue to dominate the public 
debate, America’s enormous world power will remain hobbled. But 
there is some light in this tunnel. 

The Clinton administration, its occasional successes notwith-
standing, largely weakened the Jeffersonian soft-power school. And 
George W. Bush’s tenure thoroughly discredited the Hamiltonian 
hard-power contingent. Even more promising for future policy de-
bates, the realists of both the Truman-Acheson variety like senators 
Joseph Biden and Sam Nunn and the Republican realists such as 
Kissinger, Baker, and Scowcroft are receiving a fairer hearing once 
again. These realists have more in common with one another than 
with the liberals and conservatives of their own political parties. 
American foreign policy would profit if they backed one another 
more and their political parties less. 

There’s an opening now to strengthen the concept and the op-
erations of American power. The first step is to get a realistic grasp 
on the new structure and distribution of international power. The 
second is to figure out how to work with this new power distribution 
and the limits it places on America’s still formidable power. 



C H  A  P  T  E  R  4  

The New Pyramid of World Power 

International power is not flat; it’s pyramidal. The lion’s share of 
the power sits in the top tiers, disproportionately with the United 
States and a second tier of major powers. But power is also dispersed 
below to unprecedented and complicating degrees. The result has 
been piles of dangerous stalemates, which can be fixed only by new 
approaches to organizing and managing power. 

The history-enders are at it again. Twenty years ago, they 
said history had ended because America had triumphed 
over the Soviet Union, leaving America dominant and un-

disputed by any nation or ideology. History was finished because 
the United States could now simply dictate it. Not many years later, 
new post-history buffs are trying their hand for the opposite reason. 
They say history is over because the world has caught up with the 
United States, thus leveling and equalizing power. The United 
States is not nearly strong enough in the twenty-first century, they 
contend, to make history, shape great events, or solve major inter-
national problems. 

But the history-enders are wrong: History continues because 
power and power struggles continue to rule the international arena, 
and because the fate of nations and peoples still hangs in the balance. 
History is still up to its usual tricks and mysteries, including an in-



74   Power Rules 

triguing mix of old and new power configurations and instruments. 
This condition should be pushing us to figure out what’s new and 
old in global politics and how to exercise power in this ever-unfold-
ing world. But for a variety of reasons, that’s not what we’re doing. 

There’s never been anything quite like the world of this cen-
tury, and the changes can be befuddling. That uncertainty is es-
pecially stark compared with the relative stability of the Cold War 
and the dependable balance of power that existed in Europe from 
the sixteenth through the twentieth century, when imperial maneu-
vers were disturbed by only the occasional Napoleon or Hitler. Les 
Aspin, Bill Clinton’s embattled first defense secretary, expressed his 
exasperation about getting a handle on events as follows: “Even the 
experts couldn’t make up what’s going on out there.” 

Understanding what’s happening in the world has been addition-
ally obscured by several fashionable but misleading metaphors about 
the structure and distribution of international power. For one, many 
insist that the world is flat. But while it surely has flattened some-
what, it most certainly is nowhere near flat. Though power is now 
more dispersed than ever, the disparities in power remain vast and 
stark. For another, some argue that the world is nonpolar. It would 
be far more accurate, however, to see the world as a unique blend of 
unipolarity and multipolarity—with the United States clearly alone 
at the top, and with many other nations possessing highly varied 
degrees and kinds of power. 

Today’s world is neither flat nor nonpolar, but pyramidal: The 
United States stands alone at the pinnacle, with formidable and 
unique global powers of leadership, but not the power to dominate. 
Stacked below are many tiers of states, with most power still concen-
trated at the top tiers among relatively few states. 

This distribution of power in the world is pretty clear. What’s  
not clear is how to use power effectively in this new pyramidal, 
unipolar, multipolar context. So few nations have the power to get 
things done, and so many have the power to delay and resist. In such 
a universe, it becomes particularly difficult to solve major problems 
such as trade logjams, nuclear proliferation, terrorism, and global 
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warming. Many sores linger and fester. Also, many of the most seri-
ous problems occur within nations, beyond the reach of even the 
strongest countries. Most problems now are less susceptible to good 
old-fashioned and decisive military force, and more amenable to the 
less visible and slower tugs of economic and diplomatic power. And 
many problems persist, interestingly, because the newly empowered 
countries of Asia are not yet ready to use their new powers as aggres-
sively as the old Europe once employed its considerable powers. For 
Washington to wield power well in this universe requires a profound 
and creative understanding of these new dimensions of power, start-
ing with the pyramid at its center. 

In the new pyramid of power, the United States stands as the 
only country capable of global action and leadership on almost every 
major issue. There are very few situations, however, where Wash-
ington can prevail on its own. There are now precious few Panamas 
where a president can launch an attack, win decisively within weeks, 
and install a new and friendly government. As for diplomatic tri-
umphs, getting Libya to abandon its weapons of mass destruction 
resulted as much from Colonel Muammar Qaddafi’s own desire for 
more economic breathing room as from American pressure. 

Nonetheless, there should be no doubting America’s paramount 
position. Its economy outstrips all the other individual economies 
and is surpassed only by the entire European Union. China and 
India will take decades to catch up, if they ever catch up at all. While 
America now has competitors in technology and technological in-
novation, it remains the leader in those areas as well. And its mili-
tary superiority far surpasses its economic advantages. The United 
States spent about as much on its armed forces in 2008 as all the 
other major industrial nations combined. More tellingly, it is in a 
class by itself in terms of usable military technology—the mix of 
hardware, software, and organization. On the diplomatic front, 
almost all countries turn to Washington, happily or otherwise, and 
regardless of whether they ultimately follow Washington. Only the 
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United States can act anywhere on virtually any military, economic, 
or diplomatic front. And in most parts of the world, the United 
States is also the sole guarantor of regional balances of power: for 
many Asians against China, for the Europeans against Russia, and 
for the Sunni Arabs against Shiite Iran. Despite these facts, Amer-
ica’s preeminence is now regularly challenged by foreign policy ex-
perts and our own intelligence community. An intelligence study in 
late 2008 held that the United States has lost its position of domi-
nance and is likely in fifteen years to become merely first among 
equal major powers. But this study doesn’t really support the claim 
that the United States ever really was dominant and doesn’t explain 
what the United States could do in the coming decade to avoid the 
loss of its central leadership power, which is at the heart of its power 
in the twenty-first century, as distinct from any prior era of mythi-
cal dominance. 

The weight of the evidence is that America remains at the top 
of the international food chain and has unique powers to lead with 
regard to the most important and toughest international issues— 
ranging from nuclear proliferation and security to issues of trade, 
environmental issues, failed states, and health issues such as HIV/ 
AIDS and pandemics. No other nation can play this role. No collec-
tion of other nations can play this role. 

The second tier of countries consists of China, Japan, India,  
Russia, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and just barely 
Brazil. Call them The Eight Principals, or simply The Eight. If 
Washington is the sole leader, they are the principals or managing 
directors of the global realm. Their views generally have to be taken 
into account globally and on many regional questions, but their 
economies and military capabilities do not permit them to take de-
cisive or leading roles, either individually or collectively. They don’t 
delude themselves by thinking they are equal to the United States. 
In many respects, they are more regional than global powers. But 
each possesses enough power to provide essential support to joint ef-
forts with the United States and to block or seriously impede action 
by Washington. 
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All eight have narrowed the economic gaps between themselves 
and the United States and are now competitive with America on 
many economic fronts. Western Europe and Japan have counted 
economically for some time, but their economies are not as dynamic 
as America’s. As for China, India, Brazil, and Russia, they have only 
very recently come to the fore in terms of trade and investment. 
Because of their dynamism and their relative novelty as economic 
players, experts usually overvalue their economies and their eco-
nomic power. For example, China’s economy measured in per capita 
GDP was roughly one-eighth of America’s by 2007 estimates, and 
all the rest are smaller. For all of America’s current economic ills, it 
remains the biggest and best market and a model of relative stability 
and continued potential for investment. It is Washington, not The 
Eight, that continues to grip the reins of leadership in organizations 
such as the World Trade Organization and the World Bank. 

Militarily, The Eight are simply not first-tier powers. Neither 
alone nor jointly can they deploy or sustain significant military 
action beyond their borders. Only the United States can. All except 
Japan, Brazil, and Germany have nuclear weapons. China and Russia 
cannot be defeated in their homelands with conventional weapons, 
but by the same token, they can themselves apply decisive nonnu-
clear force only on or near their borders. 

The diplomatic power of The Eight derives mainly from their 
economies and, in particular, their global trading and investment 
relationships. The size of their economies gives them a major role 
in worldwide negotiations on trade, energy, and the environment. 
Their financial and trading activities also make them vital to the 
success of economic sanctions. Simply put, no economic sanctions 
can be effective without them. If Burma can still turn to China for 
economic support, its dictators can survive a cutoff by almost all 
other nations. Washington can make economic life difficult for 
Iran as punishment for its pursuit of nuclear weapons, but as long 
as Tehran can trade with Russia, China, Germany, and Japan, it 
remains viable. No amount of American economic and diplomatic 
pressure on North Korea could have stayed Pyongyang’s hand on its 
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nuclear programs as long as China remained in Pyongyang’s corner. 
Many of The Eight also benefit diplomatically by having vetoes as 
permanent members of the UN Security Council. 

Of the lot, China has the greatest potential to become a global 
power. Even today, it has clout in many African and Latin American 
countries because of its power to buy local resources and make local 
investments. Overall, however, China and the rest of The Eight do 
not play an active role in diplomacy worldwide. They mostly coun-
terpunch and complain—sometimes justifiably—about Washington, 
and about whoever sits in the White House. Mostly, they wait for 
Washington to organize action they think will fit their interests. 

There is a third, narrow band of oil-producing states—the Oil 
and Gas Pumpers—that includes Saudi Arabia, Iran, the smaller Gulf 
states, Venezuela, and Nigeria (and obviously Russia as well). Their 
power derives from their large share of the global oil and gas supplies 
and the investment clout of their profits. They are essentially En-
ablers, helping to make things happen at home or abroad. The Saudis 
could use their money to buy weapons for the Afghan mujahideen 
to fight the Soviets. Iran can fund Hezbollah radicals in Lebanon. 
President Hugo Chávez can finance his populism at home and throw 
a few petrodollars to needy potential supporters elsewhere. 

Iran remains a major producer, but it is a much larger and poorer 
country than most of its Arab neighbors, so its power is as an ex-
porter and not as an investor. Russia also fits in this third tier (as 
well as in the second) now that it is the second-largest oil producer 
and largest gas producer in the world and turns profits into invest-
ments downstream in Europe. Nigeria has copious oil income and 
overwhelming problems at home. 

For the most part, the oil-tier Enabler states stick to counting 
their profits rather than leveraging their resources for political bar-
gaining. On occasion, Arab oil producers do make noises to encour-
age Western countries and Japan to be more sympathetic to Palestin-
ian demands. Moscow has also begun flexing its energy muscles on 
diplomatic fronts. In sum, their oil resources and their liquid money 
have won them everyone’s ear and a serious hearing of their concerns. 
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That remained true, even in the financial crisis of 2008 attended 
by falling oil prices. The general assumption was and remains that 
those prices will rise again as national economies recover. 

The fourth tier consists of mid-level states with mostly local-
ized potential as Regional Players. This group includes Mexico, Ni-
geria, South Africa, Pakistan, South Korea, and Taiwan. Most are 
far behind most of the top three tiers economically. Some, such as 
Pakistan and South Korea, have substantial military strength for 
self-defense. If a problem is in their own backyards—Afghanistan 
for Pakistan or North Korea for South Korea—they will have an 
important voice in regional diplomatic parleys, but not usually a 
decisive one. Washington is still the leading and indispensable ne-
gotiator on North Korea and Afghanistan. Though Taiwan has a 
decent-size economy, it will continue to depend on America for its 
security—and that factor will ensure Washington’s major role in  
Taiwanese-related issues. Pakistan, which also has nuclear weapons, 
exercises basic control of its own affairs, be they internal issues or 
fighting the Taliban within its borders, despite its economic depen-
dence on America. Islamabad’s power in these respects derives from 
Pakistan’s size, location, and technological sophistication in certain 
military areas, but also, paradoxically, from its vulnerability to ter-
rorists or extremists. This weakness permits them to deflect Wash-
ington’s efforts to shove it hard toward internal reforms. 

The fifth tier—which can be classified as Responsibles—encom-
passes as many as fifty states, medium and small, all over the map. 
Most are responsible world citizens such as Switzerland, Norway, 
Singapore, Botswana, and Chile. Many can mostly care for them-
selves and tend to their own needs, but don’t cut a lot of ice with 
the major powers. They generally neither make nor submit to 
demands. 

The sixth tier—the Bottom Dwellers or Problem States—in-
cludes about seventy-five states in varying degrees of political or 
economic disarray, or both. Their internal messes and conflicts 
sometimes impel top-tier countries to send in the troops (Afghani-
stan and Bosnia), sometimes give humanitarian relief (Bangladesh 
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or Indonesia after natural disasters), and sometimes apply diplo-
matic pressure to combat human rights violations (Burma and Zim-
babwe). They attract large-scale attention from major powers only 
when they fall apart internally or menace their neighbors. Exam-
ples include Sudan, Chad, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Bosnia, Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Nicaragua, and Burma. Many are 
the scenes of civil wars and ethnic cleansing; these states also harbor 
terrorists, engage in cross-border violence, and flirt with economic 
collapse, producing refugees and health issues that have the poten-
tial to afflict others. Such states have an international voice and 
even modest power when their internal woes become so threatening 
to others as to allow them to lay claims to international resources. 
Some, like Sierra Leone, which recently concluded a civil war, have 
required and received outside peacekeeping and economic assistance 
to prevent a resumption of fighting. Some, like Darfur in Sudan, 
where the situation is awful, touch Western humanitarian hearts or 
trigger fears of terrorism, but don’t levitate to become more than sad 
political topics in top-tier countries. 

The nations in the last several tiers also extract bits of power 
from the now widespread practice of multilateral diplomacy where 
the practice of consensus reigns. In forums like world trade, global 
warming, and health, they have a voice. That’s because the expec-
tation in these multilateral arenas is that every nation should be a 
player and a signatory. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
often help add weight to the views of these bottom-tier countries. 

The seventh and final tier consists of the Non-State Actors. They 
include refugee and human rights advocacy groups (the NGOs), ter-
rorists, the international media, and international business. They 
are a highly disparate bunch in interests and actions, and they often 
act in ways contradictory to one another’s interests. They are now 
thoroughly intertwined with governments, societies, and individu-
als all over the globe and operate worldwide. It’s difficult to measure 
their influence, but they dwell everywhere and usually manage to 
get at least a hearing on big issues and a real voice where their ex-
pertise is engaged. 
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Many NGOs have long operated within countries, but never  
approaching their present numbers or influence. Global commu-
nications and the Internet magnify their views as well. Perhaps no 
twenty-first-century business touches the power of the East India 
Company, but there are now tens of thousands of such companies, 
small and large. These firms have considerable impact on issues di-
rectly affecting them. It would be obscene to list terrorist and ex-
tremist groups among the NGOs, but they are, nonetheless, Non-
State Actors of critical importance. 

To summarize, the distribution of power in the pyramid looks 
something like this: the United States uniquely has the power to 
lead, but certainly not to dictate; the second tier, The Eight, can be 
either the principal partners or definitive blockers of Washington. 
All other states in the other layers have sharply varying powers to 
resist or to help or hurt in subordinate roles. And one final point  
about this pyramid: For all the enormous disparities in influence and 
the continuing power advantages of the top tiers, the entire system 
tends toward stasis, inaction, and drawn-out pulling and tugging. 

In other words, there are some good reasons behind the errone-
ous conclusions of the world-is-flat crowd. They rightly highlight a 
slew of historic shifts that have reshaped the distribution and com-
position of international power—the geographic transfer of power 
from Europe to Asia, the decline of military power and concomitant 
rise of economic power, the attendant splintering of power accom-
panied by a growing interdependence between and among states, 
and the sprouting of threats from within rather than between states. 
Their mistake is in taking their conclusion about the leveling pro-
cess to extreme lengths. This process has empowered many states 
that were previously insignificant. But by no measure has it elimi-
nated the substantial disparities in power—let alone the centrality— 
of power itself, and the power of the United States. 

The geographic shift of power from Europe to Asia is the most 
noted of these phenomena. Europe ruled the roost for almost 500 
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years, militarily and economically. Now, Asia has most of the world’s 
dynamic economies—particularly China, India, and parts of South-
east Asia. And the military capabilities of China and Japan rival or 
exceed those of the major European countries. Of course, Russia, 
the United Kingdom, and France have nuclear weapons, but so do 
China, India, and Pakistan. 

Paradoxically, this power shift has tended to magnify America’s 
global power rather than diminish it. That’s because as of this writ-
ing, Asians have played a less assertive diplomatic role globally than 
did Europe. The major states of Europe historically exercised their 
power globally. Even today, with their power greatly dimmed, they 
still make that effort and merit a seat at most bargaining tables. For the 
most part, however, Asians have thrown their weight around in Asia, 
and on economic issues. Generally, China and Japan, the two Asian 
powers most capable of distant intervention, refrain from involve-
ment in interstate conflicts on other continents and usually take an 
arm’s-length position on the internal politics of faraway states. India 
has been even more reluctant than Beijing to seek influence in distant 
conflicts. Moreover, Asian-Pacific groupings are still in their infancy 
and have less clout than the European Union and its affiliates. 

Europe, of course, could weigh in more heavily on future power 
scales if the ever-expanding European Union were to develop a  
single defense, economic, and foreign policy. But that goal remains 
distant. The British and French, in particular, will still insist on 
their policy independence. In the meantime, European diplomacy 
leans toward the fluffy and reactive. 

In perhaps a decade or more, major Asian states may feel safer 
on their home fronts and permit themselves the luxury of greater 
involvement beyond their continent. For now, however, a weaker 
Europe and a circumspect Asia allow more running room for 
Washington. 

As the geography of power has shifted, so has its composition. 
International power now has more of an economic flavor than ever 
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before and an enhanced diplomatic dimension, as well as a reduced 
military component. Internal economic strength, to be sure, has  
always mattered and has formed the basis of almost all external 
power. But military force had been the principal calling card, while 
diplomacy has been trained on convening alliances or counter-alli-
ances, and putting the final touches on victories or defeats. Major 
powers went to war to acquire territory and riches. By contrast, 
governments mainly limited their economic actions to protecting 
trade and collecting tributes from their defeated adversaries. Private 
banks and traders went their own private ways, calling in favors as 
needed from government. For the most part, empires and nations 
were not nearly as involved in one another’s economies and daily 
economic lives as they are today. The range of interstate economic 
transactions has expanded enormously. 

Now, national power finds its most common expressions in a 
state’s capacities as a buyer, a seller, a lender, a borrower, an investor, 
an innovator, and a benefactor. In most countries today the govern-
ment’s role in these activities is substantial. On the whole, however, 
economic activities are pursued for economic ends, and economic 
power is used to exact economic concessions. From time to time, 
of course, and depending on the issue, nations do link economics 
to strategic and foreign policy aims. The major focus of diplomacy 
in the twenty-first century will be on economic transactions, while 
military force will usually wait in the wings. 

Most governments allow for a great deal of economic give-and-
take with other nations and foreign businesses. They even show 
some tolerance for setbacks at economic bargaining tables—espe-
cially compared with the zero tolerance they have for security dis-
putes. Nations abide one another’s economic activities now without 
resorting to war or military threats. Nations seem to live relatively 
easily, if not happily, with the interdependencies and the attendant 
economic ups and downs. 

Washington still sits at the center of the world economy, in the 
varied roles of both leader and mere bargainer, supplier and con-
sumer, the main engine of worldwide economic growth, and the 
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closest thing there is to a manager of the global economy. It thus has 
the primary responsibility for managing the global trading and in-
vestment systems, and it holds most of the keys to the international 
economy, through its membership in such entities as the World 
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Or-
ganization. It is hard to imagine other nations digging their way out 
of their economic doldrums or even thriving without U.S. support, 
approval, or leadership. 

Oracles of the theory of the decline in U.S. power have disputed 
these propositions for some time, and did so far more vigorously 
after America’s economic crisis blossomed in 2008. They saw the 
crisis as proof of the deepening rot in the American economy and 
argued that the new economies of the world, such as those of China, 
India, and Brazil, would be insulated from the American financial 
disasters. They advanced the decoupling argument, namely that 
these new economies had accumulated such large currency reserves 
from export profits and had built such strong banking systems as 
well that they would survive America’s credit fiascoes and even 
thrive relatively. They maintained that the crisis demonstrated that 
a major shift in world economic power had occurred. But these de-
clinist assertions have been proven to be weak and shaky already: 

First, though the American economy was perhaps hardest hit by 
the 2008 economic earthquakes, the others have not been insulated 
and have suffered almost as badly. Second, investors from around 
the world took refuge not in these new currencies, but once again 
in the dollar. Again, no other economy and no other currency were 
considered as safe or safer than America’s. Third, non-American  
leaders, new and old, of virtually all nations did not grab the leader-
ship reins to organize global rescue, but as always, they turned to 
Washington and only to Washington. It was a Bush administration 
already on its knees politically that stepped out front to coordinate 
international interest rate cuts. And it was lame duck Bush, not Chi-
nese or Indian or European leaders, who summoned presidents and 
prime ministers from the world’s top twenty economies for an emer-
gency conference in Washington in November 2008. Fourth, and 
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perhaps most tellingly, the leaders of the newly empowered econo-
mies have not been running around demanding that Washington 
be replaced as the economic leader, let alone claiming this position 
for themselves. They don’t want that responsibility, and they don’t 
have the power or position to carry it out. They know better than 
America’s fashion designers that they cannot fulfill this leadership 
role. What they want and what they will have is a presence and a 
voice at every international economic table, commensurate with 
their new standing. 

The financial crisis shook the entire pyramid of power, including 
America’s lonely perch at the very top, and rejiggered the economic 
balance of power. America counts somewhat less. So do Japan and 
Western Europe. Several of the new economic giants are much stron-
ger both relatively and absolutely, and count for much more than 
they used to. But together and separately, none can match America’s 
economic power and position overall, nor replace Washington as 
the global economic leader. The pyramid still holds, despite the 
continuing crisis, and America—for all its new woes—remains the 
world’s only economic leader for the foreseeable future. 

As military power declines in importance along with its short-
term and often decisive effects, and as economic power rises with 
its longer-term and more complicated results, the overall diplomatic 
terrain has become highly cluttered, complex, and often stalemated. 
There seems to be an unprecedented amount of diplomacy on an 
ever-burgeoning set of agendas—but with very thin results. It seems 
that the will to make concessions in order to reach agreements has 
waned. Rather, governments are now inclined to live with disputes 
and differences and operate on an ad hoc basis. Political leaders are 
more reluctant to concede unless the compromise is essential to their 
political position at home. The fair conclusion seems to be that the 
new distribution of power and its altered composition have slowed 
down and even knotted up the process of settling differences. 

The rise of multilateral diplomacy on top of the traditional bi-
lateral variety has raised additional barriers to successful diplomacy. 
Between 100 and almost 200 nations now need to be shepherded 
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toward consensus on all the hot topics, such as trade and health. 
Nothing in history approaches the current magnitude and complex-
ity of multilateral diplomacy. And like all the other changes in the 
disposition and composition of power, it slows down the resolution 
of conflicts. 

The power of the strong has also been choked by an unprec-
edented degree of interdependence among states. Economic inter-
dependence is palpable. One telling example is the highly entan-
gled Chinese-American economic relationship: for its economic 
growth, China depends on exports to America, and America de-
pends on China’s use of its profits to purchase U.S. securities to 
finance those imports. Or take Western dependence on Middle 
Eastern oil, and the Arab oil producers’ need for Western mili-
tary protection and relatively safe investment opportunities. But 
the condition of being thoroughly intertwined also shows up in 
national security as well. Specifically, some of America’s most ad-
vanced missiles and communications systems have parts manufac-
tured in a dozen different countries, including countries with less 
than entirely friendly relations with Washington. 

This interdependence means that deals take longer and are more 
difficult to finalize than in decades past. Issues drag on. And con-
trary to the bright expectations and violin music that usually accom-
pany toasts to globalization, the phenomenon has tended to freeze 
power relationships and perpetuate the status quo. By contrast, the 
two great benefits of interdependence are that many countries are 
becoming richer, and nations aren’t killing each other over their 
disputes. 

Looked at solely in power terms, mutual dependence has rein-
forced the splintering of power. Even small and midsize states have 
little pieces of the action, if only the power to say no regarding their 
own affairs. It is this splintering of power that makes the world look 
flat to the naked eye. 

Finally, international power is stretched and thinned by the new 
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source of the most serious threats to international peace and security. 
Such threats now spring more from within nations than between 
them. This makes the threats harder to reach and more difficult to 
combat. It was easy to chase Saddam’s army out of Kuwait. Later, it 
was relatively easy to defeat the Afghan Taliban on the battlefield 
and occupy Kabul and beat Saddam’s army and occupy Baghdad. 
The quagmires came later, from insurgencies within Afghanistan 
and Iraq. 

The most worrisome threats now stem far more from terrorists 
acquiring nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction than from 
traditional conventional armies. Nations like Iran can lose wars and 
later strike back with terrorists against the homelands of the victori-
ous states. The United States and Israel can theoretically destroy 
Iran’s nuclear capability and find themselves faced with terrorist 
attacks on their own soil. Or weak states fall apart and visit their 
problems on neighbors near and far. Or weaker states such as North 
Korea can acquire nuclear weapons and change the balance of power 
with this single act. This is why the acquisition of nuclear weapons, 
or even the relevant technology, by—say—Iran, is regarded as the 
contemporary equivalent of an act of aggression. Or a state can col-
lapse and drown its neighbors with refugees and other woes, as often 
occurs in Africa. 

What we’ve seen is that if leaders of these weak states think that 
outsiders are trying to dictate or meddle in their internal issues, they 
dig their heels in even more. Not surprisingly, they define internal 
issues very broadly—running from how they rule their citizens to 
their decision to pursue nuclear weapons. It’s easier for Washing-
ton to get foreign leaders to stop bothering their neighbors than to 
get them to lighten up on their own people. China will work with 
Washington on North Korean nuclear weapons, but turns a deaf ear 
to pleas for human rights and democracy within its borders. 

The pyramid of power encompasses all these changes, but the 
overall effects are far from linear. A final gaze at the pyramid re-
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veals two competing crosscurrents: One is the greater splintering 
of power at mid- and lower tiers, and the other is its increased con-
centration in the upper tiers. How these crosscurrents are managed 
by policymakers, particularly those in the United States and The 
Eight, will be one of the most critical factors in determining where 
history takes us next. 

The first current, the splintering of power, began in earnest after 
World War II with the multiplication of nation-states and with their 
new nationalist fervor to resist outside pressures. Experts argue over 
whether this phenomenon has been good or bad, and the answer 
seems to depend on where one sits. To those newly empowered, it 
seems a boon. The major powers can’t push them around nearly so 
readily as before. But to those interested in some semblance of world 
order, the fractionalization of power is producing a world sinking 
in deadlocks. It is becoming increasingly difficult to solve problems 
and resolve conflicts. 

This splintering, a phenomenon unprecedented in history and 
laden with unforeseen consequences, mesmerized policymakers and 
policy experts. They became so absorbed in what was happening at 
the middle and lower ends of the power pyramid that they scanted 
something at least equally potent: the current evolving at the top. 

More and more, power was being concentrated in the top three 
tiers of the pyramid. The paramount power of the United States at 
the very apex should have been perfectly clear to all. The economic, 
military, and diplomatic facts demonstrated beyond argument that 
the United States was the world’s sole leader on major problems, 
yet not a dominant power. But these facts were obscured by what 
most perceived as the unilateralist rhetoric and actions of President 
George W. Bush. This unilateralism tended to isolate America, 
thereby diminishing its power. Under Bush, there was often no lead 
for nations to follow. President Clinton had not fared a great deal 
better on the global leadership front, although he was far less unilat-
eralist and isolated than Bush. In any event, neither understood the 
nature of America’s superior power and unique leadership role, and 
therefore both failed to take advantage of it. 
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Nor did The Eight in the powerful second tier see the new role 
they could play, given their new interests and power. They saw they 
had new power, especially in China, Russia, India, and Brazil. But 
leaders in Beijing, New Delhi, Moscow, and Brasília did not delude 
themselves about how their power compared with Washington’s. 
They grasped that their power rivaled America’s but did not equal 
it. Unlike America’s flat-worlders, they did not exaggerate their 
power and overreach. In fact, most underreached and did not stand 
up for what they themselves saw as their new interests in sustain-
ing world order. They had a much larger stake in world economic 
affairs, and understood that this required a decent amount of world 
stability. But of The Eight—China, India, Brazil, Japan, France, 
Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom—few have been will-
ing to put their power on the line to help others solve problems or 
to resolve conflicts. The third-tier countries, mainly the oil-rich 
ones like Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, also have not distin-
guished themselves in these respects. And so we all drifted on and 
about these last two decades. 

Policymakers and analysts have been wallowing in the new and 
critically important splintering current and not zeroing in nearly 
enough on the power-concentrating current. The consequence of 
this misjudgment has been most serious: It has been to reinforce  
the stalemating effects of the decentralizing current. Since policy 
leaders seemed unclear and uncertain about how to use their powers 
to solve the problems, they essentially went along with or gave in 
to them—and the problems have deepened accordingly. In the last 
analysis, we have all failed to think creatively about how to produc-
tively combine power at the top of the pyramid to get things done. 

The power pyramid reveals the stalemate problem we’ve been 
living with as well as the policy solution. The solution is to forge 
cooperation within the top two tiers in particular. The record is 
quite plain on this. 

When Washington and The Eight want to right a dangerous 
wrong, they can. Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait was a threat to world 
order, and they joined together successfully to chase his troops out. 
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When they want to tamp down a dangerous common threat, they 
can. Look at the progress they’ve made together through coopera-
tion on intelligence and law enforcement operations against ter-
rorists. If they want to combat the threat of nuclear proliferation,  
they have a good shot. With a united diplomatic front, most of The 
Eight moved North Korea, one of the most intransigent countries 
in the world, along a policy path to curb its nuclear program. On 
Iran, where they have not been nearly united enough, the dangerous 
nuclear issue remains deadlocked. 

Obviously, there are roadblocks to such cooperation, not least 
of which are the domestic politics of these major powers and how 
each perceives its own national interests. And obviously, coopera-
tion sounds nice and is nice, but is often hard and costly to arrange. 
But the overriding reason for cooperation is clear: It’s the only way 
to solve common problems. And the top-tier nations have the power 
to succeed if they rethink how to manage their power. 

The critical step is for Washington to see this light—to master 
the power pyramid and rethink how to use power in this new uni-
polar and multipolar context. It means fashioning a coherent over-
all strategy, an essential and torturous step our leaders rarely take. 
It means developing genuine understanding and knowledge of the 
internal politics of other countries; knowing what we can reason-
ably ask of our intelligence experts; doing a better job of managing 
the politics of foreign policy in America; and getting a much better 
handle on the new forms of military, economic, and foreign policy 
power. It calls on us to relearn the connection between power and 
policy. The answers reside in the pyramid, along with the new rules 
for exercising power. 



Part II 
Rules for Exercising Power 





C H  A  P  T  E  R  5  

Strategy and Power: 
Mutual Indispensability 

Good strategy—setting achievable goals and priorities, knowing 
your power sources, and sequencing moves—is the essential starting 
point for exercising power. And when you do this, you will see the 
futility of unilateral action and the necessity for power coalitions to 
solve problems. 

Multitudes of Americans were baffled when American 
leaders proclaimed the mighty powers of Iraq’s Saddam 
Hussein and Iran’s President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. 

They weren’t mighty. Calling them mighty exaggerated their power, 
while diminishing American power. An unhappy but instructive 
precedent can be found in the year 1960. These are all tales in how 
not to make strategy by giving away power. 

“Missile Gap” was an oft-reprinted banner headline that year, as 
the Democratic presidential candidate, John F. Kennedy, criticized 
the incumbent Eisenhower administration for allowing the Soviet 
Union to gain superiority over the United States in the number of 
nuclear-tipped long-range ballistic missiles. This charge contrib-
uted to Kennedy’s narrow victory over Richard Nixon, Eisenhower’s 
vice president, in the election. And indeed, there was a missile gap: 
the Soviet Union had by some accounts fewer than ten, while the 
number for the United States was in the thousands, to say nothing 
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of America’s equally vast advantage in nuclear-capable long-range 
bombers. It remains uncertain to this day whether Kennedy’s grossly 
inaccurate overstatement sprang from sheer ignorance or cynical 
political calculation. Whichever it was, he corrected the record only 
after winning the election—after the damage was already done. 

In fact, Kennedy played right into what I call Moscow’s Wizard 
of Oz strategy. He gave the Soviets free power, power they neither 
had nor deserved, as they hid behind their iron curtain, concealing 
their weaknesses and continuing to bluster as if they were America’s 
equal or superior. 

The proof that the Soviets were, indeed, using a Wizard of Oz 
strategy was that they never cried foul about the “missile gap.” They 
never once said, “Hey, wait a minute. We’re holding the short stick, 
just struggling to catch up with you.” To the contrary, Communist 
Party head Nikita Khrushchev embraced the myth of the “missile 
gap,” acted as if the Soviets actually had superiority, and publicly 
warned the West, “We will bury you.” The Soviets’ game plan was 
to mask their inferiority, husband their limited resources, divert U.S. 
energies to defending vulnerable friends and allies, and steer clear 
of losing confrontations—all to stay in power at home, attain even 
greater power in Eastern Europe, and play the role of superpower. 

The free power from Washington was a gift. The Soviets knew 
they had the weaker hand, and so, when Americans declared Soviet 
military superiority and presented them with power on a platter, the 
Soviets were only too happy to help themselves. And the platters 
kept coming—just as they did for Saddam and Ahmadinejad, who 
also took the power and fed off it. 

To induce anxiety about the Soviet Union among their fellow 
citizens, American hard-liners conjured up one gap after another: 
in missile defense, in intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) first-
strike capability, in fighter aircraft, even, most implausibly, in medi-
cal care. Most hard-liners knew, I believe, that the Soviet Union was 
not militarily superior. American superiority was so substantial that 
they had to be aware of it. But they fervently believed that Ameri-
cans wouldn’t pay for additional defense expenditures without being 
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scared silly. They were nearly maniacal about keeping Americans on 
their toes in the fight against communism and didn’t seem to care 
that they were giving the Soviets free power. Today’s hard-liners 
believed their exaggerations of Saddam’s and Ahmadinejad’s powers 
necessary to justify a military assault against them. 

I was embroiled in battles over the balance of Soviet and American 
military might for most of my career in and out of government. This 
issue, more than any other, branded one publicly in Washington as 
either a bleeding heart or a hardheaded realist. It aroused hard-liners 
because they correctly concluded that they had to win this fight in 
order to win other ones. If it were established that Moscow had mili-
tary superiority, then the United States would have to spend more 
on defense and be tougher abroad to discourage Soviet adventurism 
against a weakened America. When I prodded James Schlesinger 
on this subject during his tenure as President Ford’s defense secre-
tary, he responded: “Well, I suppose the Soviets don’t have military 
superiority in fact, but they have it in perceptions.” To which I re-
sponded, “It is we who are creating those perceptions.” Hard-liners 
are doing much the same today with Iran. Their exaggeration of the 
Iranian threat is laying the groundwork for exaggerated responses, 
which hard-liners believe to be necessary, and attainable only by 
exaggerating the threats. 

Moscow bled American resources and power all over the world 
for more than forty years and stayed in the game longer than seemed 
possible on the basis of its own actual resources. The United States 
prevailed for many reasons, not least our free society, our vastly 
superior economy, and our strategy of containment. American re-
sources are being similarly bled today in Afghanistan and Iraq, and 
Washington could be headed in the same direction regarding Iran. 

There is nothing more central to the exercise of power than a 
good strategy, and the United States does not now have one. With-
out this, there can be no sense of attainable objectives and no plan 
to wield power effectively and blunt the power of opponents. Cur-
rent offerings include these: We hear of an alliance of democracies 
(although there’s little basis for their joint action), of Washington 
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sometimes leading and other times letting others lead (who else 
can lead and on what issues?), of colluding quietly with Russia and 
China, of not working with these would-be adversaries under any 
conditions, of multilateral action (an oxymoron), and of leaving it 
to a stronger United Nations (an amusing notion, even to UN of-
ficials). Indeed, most of these proposed strategies are so flaccid as 
to suggest that the meaning of strategy itself has been put out to 
pasture. 

The Greek word for strategy, strategos, defined as “from the 
office or command of a general,” was too narrow a construction for 
what Niccolò Machiavelli contemplated in The Prince. He did not 
use the word strategy but instead talked throughout his manuscript 
about how to achieve success, and this, in turn, almost always rested 
upon clarity of aims, willpower, and doing whatever was necessary 
to achieve goals and extract obedience. He then went on to offer 
many rules for doing this, primarily being good at the art of war and 
keeping your political enemies off balance. 

The Napoleonic French eventually gave strategy its current 
meaning as the art and skill of maximizing one’s means to achieve 
one’s desired goals. Henry Kissinger, a twentieth-century master of 
power, has exalted the importance of strategy above all else. “[H] 
istory demonstrates,” he has written, “that superiority in strategic 
doctrine has been the source of victory at least as often as superior-
ity in resources. . . . Thus the key to a proper doctrine is the correct 
understanding of the elements of one’s superiority, and the ability to 
apply them more rapidly than the opponent.” 

Kissinger particularly admired Otto von Bismarck, architect of 
the German Empire and (from 1871 to 1890) its first chancellor. His 
goal was to unite the Germans, despite the opposition of Europe’s 
major powers and with the likelihood of having to go to war against 
them. But he knew well that little Prussia could not reveal its ulti-
mate goal or confront all its enemies at once. 

His dream was a united Germany on a par with Russia, Austro-
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Hungary, France, and the United Kingdom. But the emperor in 
Vienna—who held sway over a number of unruly Germanic multi-
tudes—along with other European emperors, didn’t want a united 
Germany. These rulers preferred nonthreatening disorganization in 
the geographical center of Europe. What’s more, the conservative 
rulers in Moscow and Vienna trembled at anyone’s igniting nation-
alism in their midst, lest it become a fire that would engulf their 
own cardboard dynasties. To unify the various Germanic fiefdoms 
under the king of Prussia, Bismarck needed a scheme to overcome 
the power and suspicions of these established empires, and a way to 
leverage Prussia’s assets, namely, its political cohesiveness and its 
fine army. 

The Prussian diplomatic genius soon found the necessary le-
verage, by exploiting the inability of these cumbersome empires to 
mobilize against anything short of an imminent, direct, and dire 
threat. So Bismarck calibrated the use of Prussian power accord-
ingly: he masked his desire for the German Empire and kept his 
threats well below imperial thresholds. He spun his web by serially 
isolating each opponent diplomatically, provoking each into appear-
ing to be the aggressor, then unleashing his extraordinary Prussian 
army, which crushed its enemies with brief, sharp blows. This al-
lowed Prussia to absorb one limited piece of strategic territory after 
another without threatening the survival of any of the emperors. 
First, Bismarck gained Vienna’s assent to wage war on Denmark  
in 1864 and thus to acquire the German duchies of Schleswig and 
Holstein. Then, in 1866, he calmed Russia and France as he agi-
tated Vienna into a showdown on the battlefield, knocking Emperor 
Franz Josef into submission and dissolving his hold on southern Ger-
many in Prussia’s favor. Finally, in 1870, with Moscow and Vienna 
as distracted onlookers and with London absorbed with its colonies, 
Prussia struck and swiftly humbled the French armies, annexing the 
predominantly French Alsace-Lorraine against Bismarck’s wishes 
(he feared creating French revanchism). Shortly thereafter, the king 
of Prussia was crowned emperor of Germany as well. 

Bismarck had created an economic and military powerhouse in 
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the center of Europe, but he did not then try to muscle his neighbors 
with his newfound superiority. He rightly feared that if Germany 
overstepped its bounds, the others would unite and defeat it. His 
successors thought they could dominate their European neighbors 
and get away with it. Instead, they destroyed the German Empire 
and Europe itself. 

Strategy often looks easy to construct, but nothing is more 
difficult, especially in the twenty-first century, with its bewildering 
array of power centers and intractable global challenges. Americans 
are frustrated and uncomprehending when they stand by and see 
their nation’s extensive power being thwarted again and again. This 
happens because no one has set forth a strategic kernel that har-
monizes the complex realities of the twenty-first century with the 
needs of American national interests into a single, simple insight, 
one that both reflects the new global realities and provides an orga-
nizing principle for action. 

The elements of strategy are widely familiar, yet they are seldom 
attained. The discipline required to examine all the hypotheticals 
and to weigh all the options always seems to take too much time 
away from meeting the daily quota of mistakes and to be too much 
trouble until it’s too late. 

The strategic enterprise begins with laying out goals, imagining 
nightmare scenarios, and assessing all threats, problems, and op-
portunities. All this must be boiled down to achievable objectives, 
priorities, and trade-offs among goals. There must be a rigorous ac-
counting of the powers available to achieve the ends, which evolves 
in good measure from a brutally realistic appraisal of the strengths 
and weaknesses of all parties—above all, one’s own. These are hard 
to frame, and even harder to mesh together. 

More difficult still are two additional steps, which are much less 
obvious than the others and more challenging to construct. One is 
the “first door” process: the task of deciding what to do first to make 
all subsequent actions easier. The second is to know the “power 
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source,” meaning which factors will provide power in both general 
and particular situations. From all this can be derived the strategic 
kernel, or the essential element of the strategy that will inspire and 
drive the entire enterprise. 

The initial step, obviously, is to define the attainable objectives. 
It sounds easy, but it isn’t. The tendency is invariably to state the 
loftiest of goals, the most desirable and the grandest. Who isn’t for 
world peace and the cessation of conflicts everywhere? Why expose 
oneself to domestic critics eager to pounce on the weak-kneed who 
are ready to compromise before the bargaining even starts? Alas, 
grand and unrealistic goals cannot be readily tossed into the gar-
bage at night with only the cats taking notice. They accumulate  
constituencies and become entrenched. But they have to be fought 
off because they invariably produce a stalemate at best and a costly 
defeat at worst. 

Achievable goals, by contrast, provide room to maneuver at  
home and allow the nation’s power to be focused more pragmati-
cally abroad. Washington lacked the power to transform Iraq into 
a democratic free-market paradise, and wasted enormous power on 
this pipe dream. But it is conceivable that had Washington simply 
focused its considerable energies on providing decent security in 
Iraq and on stabilizing the country, it could have reached this more 
modest goal already. Washington could try to simply stop Moscow’s 
exercise of its new power and fail, or it could attempt to build a new 
strategic relationship with Moscow and restrain it that way—and 
have some chance of success. 

In sum, achievable goals make for achievements, and achieve-
ments make for power and the potential for attaining even more 
power. A fool is someone who defines a problem in such a way that it 
can’t be solved. If it can’t be solved, it shouldn’t be pursued. If failure 
to pursue it exposes major weaknesses, then you must look for suc-
cesses elsewhere, where you can achieve them and use them to com-
pensate for your failures. The major example of this is, of course, the 
Nixon-Kissinger triangular diplomacy to cloud defeat in Vietnam. 

Second, strategy requires setting priorities and making trade-
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offs among objectives. But the American way is to want it all. Wash-
ington wants Europe to put pressure on the Palestinians for a com-
promise with Israel, but refuses to give the Europeans a responsible 
role in the negotiations. It can’t have both. Washington wants to 
deploy a missile defense system in Poland over the Russians’ objec-
tions, and also to enlist Moscow’s help on Iran. It probably can’t do 
both. Putting objectives in some achievable order is the only way 
to establish cohesion between policy and power. Without it, power 
works at cross-purposes, and fails. 

Setting realistic, achievable priorities also permits leaders to dis-
tinguish the absolutely vital from the merely important and the 
important from the marginal. It’s obvious that all power and re-
sources are limited, and that choices have to be made among com-
peting goals. And yet, astonishingly, politicians and pundits alike 
declare virtually every world event to be a historic crisis, and drag 
presidents into needless messes. This happened repeatedly in the 
Third World during the Cold War, when Washington’s operating 
principle should have been that no place where we couldn’t drink 
the water could be deemed a vital interest. By contrast, the Sovi-
ets were brilliantly prudent in spending their limited power. While 
American leaders routinely proclaimed nine-tenths of the globe to 
be so “vital” as to require U.S. military protection, Moscow defined 
only one region as strategic (their word for vital), namely Eastern 
Europe. 

Foreign policy priorities, when openly explained and sold pub-
licly, give the president a decent chance to conserve time and re-
sources, two of the most precious commodities in applying power. 
Presidents have to save their power for the big challenges. Compare 
Bush’s decision to invade Iraq before he controlled Afghanistan with 
Truman’s strategy of just pouring resources into Western Europe 
and Japan. The current Chinese leaders understand the importance 
of priorities and don’t allow anything to divert them from promoting 
their internal economic growth and maintaining domestic stability. 

Third, leaders must carefully assess their own nation’s strengths 
and weaknesses, as well as those of their allies and adversaries. 
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Where are you strong and weak, and where are others strong and 
weak? American openness is both a strength and a vulnerability. 
How can the downside of transparency be minimized? Is the main 
weakness of America’s adversaries such as China and Iran their 
economies or their lack of internal political legitimacy? How are 
these weaknesses exploitable without causing larger disputes? What 
constitutes a credible American threat? Did George W. Bush, for 
example, really believe that his threatening of the North Koreans 
would stop their nuclear weapons development program, and if not, 
why did he do it? If the successful application of U.S. power will 
take time, as it normally does, how can a president buy that time in 
a country with the patience of a two-year-old? 

The fourth step in creating a strategy requires even more creativ-
ity than the first three: It is to choose the proper sequence of moves 
toward one’s objectives, and, in particular, to decide which of the 
many doors to solving a problem should be opened first. Many say 
that on tough problems you’ve got to open as many doors as possible 
virtually simultaneously. But in practice, that can rarely be done. 

Usually, pushing the most important door first will make it easier 
to open the others. Take China: Washington has no particular 
power to pressure Beijing to curtail its current military buildup or 
to cease its threats against Taiwan’s independence. But Washington 
can enhance its mutual economic ties, and in this way, strengthen its 
main lever over Beijing. That, in turn, will allow the White House 
to better manage the serious security disputes. Or take Darfur. 
There have been many efforts to convince all parties—the Suda-
nese government, its allies, and the rebels—to make promises of 
good behavior. But the atrocities against non-Arab African ethnic 
groups in Darfur are driven by the Muslim Arab government in  
Khartoum, and nothing will be accomplished until that government 
is convinced it will pay a heavy price for continuing on its murder-
ous course. Deciding that Khartoum is the most critical door and 
focusing all power there may be the only hope for a solution. 

The “first door” procedure sometimes suggests taking on easily 
winnable fights before moving on to the more difficult ones. The 
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idea is to build up success and power. For example, the initial step 
on Darfur probably should be gaining European and Chinese sup-
port for pressure against Khartoum. And there are times when the 
toughest fights must be joined at the outset. For example, Washing-
ton certainly had to make changes in its political strategy in Iraq— 
say, by developing ties with Sunni insurgents—before military secu-
rity could take hold. Similarly, Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger 
wanted the Egyptian president, Anwar Sadat, to make peace with 
Israel, and they understood that the first door to a stable peace 
would have to be Israel’s agreement to return the Sinai to Egyptian 
control, and, barring that, to restore Egyptian honor and dignity 
after another military defeat. 

The fifth step in framing strategy is to understand with great  
clarity the true source of one’s power overall, as well as in each indi-
vidual circumstance. Presidents have to clearly grasp exactly where 
American power comes from. President Nixon understood that es-
tablishing U.S. power in the Middle East required demonstrating 
that only America could shape a peace agreement between Israel and 
Egypt. Today, American power derives in good measure from the 
United States’ being the ultimate regional balancer throughout the 
world—in Asia against China, in the Middle East against Iran, and 
in Europe against Russia. 

Good strategy can produce extraordinary results. And yet, most 
experienced hands in government can attest to this: Leaders hardly 
ever do it. When disaster strikes, as it invariably does, officials are 
always left asking, “Why didn’t we think through our strategy before 
we started down this path?” 

I remember one of my last National Security Council meetings 
during the Carter administration. Its purpose was to prepare the 
president for his forthcoming visit to South Korea. We did the usual 
run-through of half a dozen issues such as nuclear weapons and 
human rights, looking at the options for each, with each member of 
the senior staff expressing his preferences. It lasted the usual two-
and-a-half hours. When it was over, the dozen or so people in the 
room moved toward the door, only to find it blocked by Defense 
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Secretary Harold Brown. He stood with his hand on the doorknob, 
gazed at the ceiling, and said, “You know, we didn’t discuss our 
policy toward Korea.” The most basic issue had never been raised, 
much less carefully discussed. Everyone filed out. 

When I was assistant secretary of state for politico-military af-
fairs I often urged my boss, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, to give 
strategy or policy speeches. It was still early in the Carter admin-
istration, but we were already besieged by critics who said that we 
didn’t know what we were doing. I thought Vance could persuasively 
demonstrate to our critics at home and abroad that the adminis-
tration did, in fact, have a foreign policy. Finally, frustrated by my 
repeated recommendations, the mild-mannered Vance snapped at 
me: “Policy is baloney.” Much as I respected the man, and continue 
to respect his memory, policy is far from baloney. It is essential to a 
successful strategy for the conduct of American foreign affairs. 

American leaders have, on occasion, understood how to de-
velop strategies, and on three critical occasions, they designed bril-
liant ones that made major contributions to the winning of the Cold 
War. 

President Harry Truman focused on a strategy of helping key 
allies more than responding to Soviet military strength. Then there 
was the Nixon-Kissinger strategy of snatching victory from the jaws 
of defeat by demonstrating America’s unique diplomatic powers. 
And finally, there was George H. W. Bush, James A. Baker, and 
Brent Scowcroft’s strategy of strengthening an adversary to facili-
tate his capitulation. 

The Truman team’s strategy marked the golden age of U.S. for-
eign policy, as glorious in our history as the founding fathers’ cre-
ation of the Constitution. The key decision by Truman’s team was 
not to negotiate with Moscow from weakness but instead to focus 
on building the foundations of strength. With America’s demobili-
zation after World War II, the Soviets enjoyed massive superiority 
in conventional forces. This put them in no mood to make compro-
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mises. The second step was to see that America’s biggest postwar 
vulnerabilities were also its greatest sources of potential strength, 
especially the potential of Germany and Japan to bolster American 
security. So, Truman used America’s clear area of superiority, its 
economic strength, to help restore these shattered countries eco-
nomically and to stabilize them politically. This process of build-
ing up Germany and Japan was Truman’s “first door,” and it was 
achievable. The United States had the economic wherewithal to do 
it, and Truman persuaded Congress to pay the bill for the Marshall 
Plan. The United States did not require Soviet cooperation to do 
this, nor did it have to compromise with Moscow to accomplish it. It 
could take these actions on its own. The final step was to complete 
and create new international institutions through which Ameri-
can power would be exercised. These included NATO, the United 
Nations, the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade. Through these new, postwar organizations, America 
would lead and set the directions, but others would be able to have 
their say. Truman and his national security team did not believe 
that multilateral action would lead to weak actions; on the contrary, 
they were convinced that this was the means to exercise power most 
effectively—and they were right. In sum, the Truman team un-
derstood that for the foreseeable future American power would be 
based on its ability to strengthen and protect friends, rather than to 
defeat enemies. 

Nixon and Kissinger had to struggle with a hitherto unfamil-
iar problem for Americans: the prospect of defeat. They tried to 
stave off defeat in Vietnam, but had probably foreseen its inevita-
bility. Nonetheless, they upped the ante by announcing repeatedly 
that an American defeat would turn the United States into a “pitiful, 
helpless giant.” This frightening image was designed to taint their 
domestic adversaries as defeatists and to silence congressional de-
mands for faster U.S. troop withdrawals. 

Most American policy experts believed in the domino theory, 
which held that failure to stop aggression in one place, invariably  
some small place, would lead to more expensive and dangerous chal-
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lenges in more consequential places. Experience in World War II 
buttressed the domino theory: Hitler and Hirohito had picked off 
smaller countries without international penalties, and this experi-
ence served to convince them that the Western powers didn’t have 
the stomach for a fight and emboldened them to reach for more. 
The psychology of power also sided with the domino theorists; ap-
peasement and docility most assuredly do encourage bullies and dis-
courage friends. 

Nixon and Kissinger were not going to wait for the dominoes to 
fall. Instead, they conceived and carried out a brilliant three-ring 
diplomatic circus—one that blunted and diverted the impact of im-
pending defeat in Vietnam while demonstrating America’s peerless 
diplomatic power. 

The first ring was triangular diplomacy with the United States 
as the pivot between the Soviet Union and China. Only the United 
States could play pivot. Beijing and Moscow were more at odds with 
each other than either was with Washington, and neither would 
have permitted the other to be the pivot. Nixon did not win signifi-
cant concessions from either of them on any issue, and especially not 
on Vietnam. But he did demonstrate that Washington was the first 
among the three world giants. As Kissinger wrote in his memoirs, 
Washington’s primary task was to produce “conspicuous successes” 
for the American people and the world audience at this moment of 
national distress—and it did exactly that. 

Second, Nixon and Kissinger put American diplomatic power on 
display in the Middle East. They moved with dispatch to capitalize 
on the ongoing 1973 Yom Kippur War, after Egypt had attacked 
Israel and as Israeli forces were gaining the upper hand. Nixon and 
Kissinger decided to stall the U.S. military resupply to Israel, thus 
gaining leverage over Jerusalem and earning the gratitude of Cairo. 
Days later, as Israeli troops surrounded the remnants of the Egyp-
tian army, Nixon and Kissinger pressed Israel not to plunge the final 
knife. Israel complied with this request, thus elevating Washington 
to the status of Egypt’s savior. As for Israel, it had no alternative but 
to stay close to the United States, its only ally. Nixon and Kissinger 
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had successfully maneuvered to establish a psychological balance 
between the parties. For the first time, an Arab state had not been 
totally routed by Israel and had been able to retain enough pride 
to negotiate. For their part, the Israelis were sobered by their early 
setbacks and were readier to negotiate as well. The Americans used 
this two-way leverage to mediate Israel’s pullout from Egypt’s Sinai 
Desert and ultimately to produce a peace treaty between these two 
sworn enemies. Neither Israel nor Egypt would have entrusted this 
role to any other nation or group of nations, at the time or since, 
and, even if they had, none could have accomplished anything. 

The third ring of the diplomatic circus was in Asia itself. Nixon 
and Kissinger perceived immediately that the more China ben-
efited from the Vietnam War, the more Asian nations would desire 
American resurgence and protection—and that this desire was the 
key to U.S. power in the region. To Asia, the United States was 
the only nation capable of blocking future Chinese power, and 
being far away, the only nation Asians could trust to do so without 
taking undue advantage of them. Most Asian nations did not want 
the United States to be the loser and to appear powerless. Nixon 
and Kissinger leveraged these fears and desires as they reaffirmed 
U.S. military commitments in the region and increased military aid 
to friends there. Four years after U.S. Marine helicopters lifted the 
last of the Americans off the rooftop of the American embassy in 
Saigon, few disputed the fact that the United States’ position in Asia 
was perhaps stronger than ever. 

The third example of U.S. strategic brilliance occurred as the 
Soviet Union began to implode, and when the first president Bush, 
Secretary of State James Baker, and National Security Adviser Brent 
Scowcroft discerned that the most effective and least dangerous way 
to lay the groundwork for the Soviet leader, Gorbachev, to disman-
tle his Eastern European empire and the Soviet Union itself was to 
burnish his luster and his power. They made him a world hero and 
thus gave him the power to write the epitaph for his own nation and 
empire. 

As Soviet troops lurched toward disaster in Afghanistan in the 
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late 1980s, Moscow began to lose its grip on Eastern Europe, and 
later, it lost its grip on the various republics of the Soviet Union. 
Cold Warriors urged Bush, Baker, and Scowcroft to press their ad-
vantage to the fullest and convert the Soviet empire into a Western-
style democracy. In other words, the triumphalists demanded that 
the United States not let this moment of clear superiority slip away. 
But Bush, Baker, and Scowcroft rightly saw that they could achieve 
their main objective—the dissolution of the Soviet sphere of influ-
ence and, in a few more years, of the Soviet Union itself—without 
backing the Soviets into a corner where they might dig in their heels 
or even strike back. The heart of Soviet power—its military forces— 
remained very much intact at this point, and the Communist Party 
bosses retained internal control. The party and the army were still 
in a position to assert themselves and snuff out opposition both in 
Eastern Europe and within the republics of the Soviet Union. It 
would have been bloody, but they could have done it, and the United 
States could not have done very much to thwart it. 

Instead, Bush, Baker, and Scowcroft used U.S. power to push and 
guide Gorbachev, but they did this behind the scenes. In public, it 
appeared that the United States and the Soviet Union were shaping 
the end of the Cold War together. Bush made Gorbachev look like 
a world leader and a hero rather than a loser and, in this way, made 
him less vulnerable to Soviet reactionaries. And so, piece by piece, 
Gorbachev allowed the peaceful dissolution of an empire—and the 
reunification of Germany—without the firing of a single shot. It was 
a strategy of cooperative diplomacy on an unprecedented scale. 

In the last twenty years, the majority of efforts to create a new 
overall U.S. strategy have run the gamut from inadequate to self-
destructive. But there have been a few promising moments as well. 

The members of George H. W. Bush’s brain trust were well aware 
they needed something more than spontaneous ad hoc diplomacy to 
cope with a world brimming with unknowns and ever-increasing 
limits on American power. They ran out of time when Bush lost  
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the presidency to Bill Clinton in 1992, but it was plain where they 
were heading: sensitive bilateral diplomacy with Moscow; coalition-
based security as exemplified by the large number of allies they as-
sembled in the First Gulf War against Saddam, achieved with the 
added bonus of the UN’s blessing; and finally, the multilateral peace 
process for the Middle East they had launched in Madrid in 1991. 

The constant ingredients in their unstated strategy were setting 
achievable goals (although they didn’t get the Middle East quite 
right), clear and strong American leadership, a willingness to take 
the views of others into account, and a strong preference for joint 
action with other key states. They never swerved from their funda-
mental judgment that they could not accomplish any of their impor-
tant goals alone. Bush was heading in all the right directions with 
his new post–Cold War strategy. 

Clinton didn’t so much reject these ideas as appear to think he 
didn’t need a foreign policy at all. With the Soviet Union gone and 
China still far behind, Clinton and his foreign policy team didn’t 
think America faced any serious threats. America, his actions sug-
gested, could afford to concentrate on itself for the first time since 
1941. A foreign policy would only distract from domestic priorities, 
and so the less foreign policy and the fewer foreign entanglements, 
the better. 

To be sure, Clinton had his international accomplishments, some 
quite impressive: the eventual settlement of Bosnia at Dayton, con-
cluding negotiations for the withdrawal of nuclear weapons from 
several former Soviet republics and their return to Russian soil and 
control, freezing North Korea’s nuclear program, normalizing rela-
tions with Vietnam, helping the United Kingdom toward a peace in 
Northern Ireland, and acting to quell the financial crises in Mexico 
and the Far East. 

But an overall strategy just wasn’t there, aside from his continu-
ing faith in the healing powers of globalization. Thus Clinton’s 
successes appear to be isolated events that didn’t lead anywhere or 
reinforce American power. Clinton’s supporters and his former of-
ficials don’t like hearing this, but leaders around the world faulted 
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them severely both for their passivity in many situations and for 
their complete lack of any overall strategy. 

George W. Bush rode into town with guns blazing against Clin-
ton’s foreign policy: no nation-building and a focus on Russia and 
China. At the outset, Bush’s team rarely if ever mentioned terrorism 
or Iraq, although we now know that Iraq was already very much 
on their minds. Many Americans forgave the confusion over policy 
because they had confidence in Bush’s highly experienced senior 
team of advisers, including Dick Cheney, Colin Powell, and Donald 
Rumsfeld. 

The slate was wiped clean after 9/11. Bush immediately desig-
nated terrorism, Afghanistan, and Iraq as the principal foes, replac-
ing China. Bush swore to destroy these foes—with the help of other 
nations if possible, but alone if necessary, and by military force. It 
was to be a crusade featuring U.S. military superiority. Bush took 
the unusual step of announcing that the United States reserved the 
right to strike other countries first and thus launch preventive wars, 
regardless of whether a direct attack on the United States was im-
minent. With domestic approval, he dispatched U.S. troops against 
the Taliban and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. He then attacked Iraq, 
with relatively few allies, and threatened attacks on the two other 
suspected emerging nuclear weapons states, Iran and North Korea. 
There was no shortage of strategic clarity: America’s international 
power would grow out of the barrels of American guns. To be gen-
erous, it was a catastrophe. 

Even as this turmoil consumed his administration, Bush did a 
number of things that showed he had not lost all his senses. His 
administration and the United Kingdom achieved one of the most 
far-reaching and important agreements of the post–Cold War era: 
a pact that would grant Libya reentry into the world community 
and global markets in return for its renunciation of weapons of 
mass destruction and of terrorism, and its acceptance of full-scale 
inspections to ensure compliance. Bush also launched a farsighted 
and massive aid program to combat AIDS in Africa, which brought 
him widespread support there. Very belatedly, he led the multilat-
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eral coalition convened by China to negotiate steps toward an end 
to North Korea’s nuclear programs, with appropriate inspections, 
in return for economic and diplomatic concessions. On these oc-
casions where Bush worked well and compromised with others, the 
results were more promising—and most of all, indicative of what a 
viable strategy could be, even if talks with Pyongyang never reached 
fruition. 

If Washington wasn’t coming to grips with a new strategy 
for the twenty-first century, other countries were, China winning 
the gold medal for the best strategy among them. Beijing’s objective 
has been clear and simple: to maintain the rule of the Communist 
Party and to ensure it will not, and cannot, be challenged, internally 
or externally. It sounds like the old Soviet strategy, but it actually 
differs in three critical ways. First, China sees a relatively open and 
growing economy as the best way to maintain domestic control, 
whereas Moscow maintained internal control by force and intimi-
dation with virtually no economic benefits to the general public.  
China has relaxed economic controls to promote expansion, but has 
so far defied the old adage that opening the economic floodgates 
inevitably weakens political control. And Beijing does worry about 
opposition because of widespread domestic unhappiness with the 
government’s corruption and the vast economic inequality among 
China’s population. 

Second, whereas the Soviet Union’s strategy centered on military 
power, China’s revolves around economic power. Moscow’s power 
lay in its military might and its cleverness in inciting wars of libera-
tion in the southern hemisphere to embroil the United States and 
distract American power. While China increases its military might, 
it resorts to using little or no military power beyond its own borders, 
and in fact is highly critical of Washington for doing so. Instead of 
featuring its arms or ideology, Beijing’s major use of its power tool 
has been its economy—as a buyer, a seller, and an investor. 

Third, and again unlike the Soviet Union, China wants to look 
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like “one of the boys,” and not be too visible throwing its weight 
and power around. But at the same time, it expects to be treated like 
a great power, which it has become. In a sense, China acts the part of 
the un-American great power, making few demands on others, rarely 
scolding them, and always stressing multilateralism. It has improved 
relations with its neighbors, easing territorial disputes and promoting 
areas of free trade. It seeks a peaceful neighborhood in order to focus 
on considerable domestic challenges. It has not sent combat troops 
abroad since its unsuccessful invasion of Vietnam in 1979. Nor does 
it threaten to use force, except when Taiwanese leaders occasionally 
raise the subject of declaring independence from China. 

Of course, China’s strategic puzzle is far easier to solve than 
America’s. Beijing’s leaders worry about one thing—retaining inter-
nal power, mainly through a strong economy and accomplishing that 
goal through expanding trade and securing access to oil and other 
resources. They also rely on political repression and an appeal to na-
tionalism. The 2008 Olympics offered dramatic examples of both. 

Unlike Chinese leaders, U.S. presidents worry about everything. 
By contrast, China doesn’t use its power to solve global problems; 
rather, it exploits the problems of others, especially Washington’s, 
as when it plays off American assertiveness and unilateralism and 
acts the part of major power broker between “victim” states and the 
United States. 

Because China’s economic power is more formidable than its 
military or diplomatic power, it lets its economic power do most of 
its diplomatic work. And unlike Washington, China uses its eco-
nomic power principally for economic purposes rather than to ex-
tract political concessions from others. 

Like China, present-day Russia is clear about its strategy and 
the source of its power. President Vladimir Putin and his succes-
sor, Dmitry Medvedev, have sought to reinstall traditional Russian 
authoritarianism in Moscow, to destroy or diminish political op-
position, to restore internal “stability,” and to crown these goals by 
reclaiming Russia’s role as a great power. Whereas the old Soviet 
Union had minuscule economic power and substantial military 
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power, today’s Russia has modest military power and growing eco-
nomic power based on oil and gas riches. Russia is the world’s largest 
producer of natural gas and the second-largest oil producer. Russia 
has the capacity to threaten or use force on its borders against weak 
neighbors, as it did in Georgia in August 2008. 

Russia’s strategy today rests on four sources of power: energy 
wealth, specialized sales abroad, its UN veto, and military supe-
riority on its borders. First and foremost, Russia is accumulating 
its national wealth through oil and gas exports, and utilizing the 
profits to acquire foreign businesses, especially in Europe, mainly 
in the energy field. Unlike Beijing, Moscow blatantly throws around 
economic power, making threats to raise oil prices and reduce the 
availability of oil to neighbors. By and large, Moscow had been  
getting away with it until the world economic turndown of 2008. 
Nor has Russia been shy about leveraging energy for political ends. 
The nation is reconstituting its power. Second, Russia sells much 
sought-after nuclear technology and conventional arms to countries 
like Iran. The Russians have consistently ranked high among the 
world’s exporters of arms and nuclear technology. Third, Russia has 
a permanent seat on the UN Security Council and the veto power 
that goes with it. Since so many nations turn to the Security Coun-
cil, their need to avoid a Russian veto gives Moscow wide-ranging 
diplomatic power. Fourth—and this became clear after Russia’s in-
vasion of Georgia in 2008—the nation’s leaders would remind the 
world that they held the military upper hand over adjoining states. 
With this strategy, Moscow’s voice is increasingly heard and heeded 
on the world stage. 

In sum, China and Russia are major powers to which others pay 
attention and which others try to placate, but they are not in any 
sense world leaders. 

Last but not least are the Europeans and their chosen instrument 
for international power, the European Union. The Europeans have 
an overriding interest in a level of economic growth sufficient to sus-
tain their very heavy domestic welfare and social support systems. 
The enormous costs of these programs have led the European na-



Strategy and Power   113 

tions to make deep cuts in their military spending and to focus their 
strategy on economics and diplomacy. The source of their power is 
their enormous internal market, now the world’s largest. But they 
don’t get the fullest potential benefit from this, because they have 
failed to unify on foreign policy or on security strategy. 

Since individually and collectively they are a shadow of their 
former military selves, their strategy focuses on protecting their 
economic interests and on diplomacy, namely, on representing them-
selves as the guardians of international institutions and international 
law, international treaties, the United Nations, and multilateralism. 
They have maneuvered themselves into a leadership position as the 
champion of these organizations and concepts for weaker nations. 
By these means, the key nations of Europe remain players in the 
most important diplomatic arenas, but they are not leaders. 

As for the United States, President Clinton and Secretary of 
State Madeleine Albright once came close to hitting the rhetori-
cal mark on strategy. On December 5, 1996, on the occasion of her 
nomination as secretary of state, Albright elaborated on the idea of 
the United States as the world’s “indispensable nation” that Clinton 
had just broached: “As the history of this century and the story of 
my life bear witness,” she said, “the United States is, as the presi-
dent has said, truly the world’s indispensable nation. It is our shared 
task, with the help of friends from around the globe and of God, 
to uphold this proud standard in the years immediately ahead and 
into the next century.” Then again in February 1998, in a television 
interview, she returned to this theme: “If we have to use force, it is 
because we are America. We are the indispensable nation. We stand 
tall. We see further into the future.” 

On the one hand, it was only a phrase—like Bush and Scow-
croft’s phrase “new world order”—but, on the other, Clinton and 
Albright were heading in the right direction, toward the idea that 
the United States has a unique role in international affairs. But nei-
ther of them ever described the precise nature of that role or exactly 
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how or why the United States was “indispensable.” At one point, Al-
bright implied that the American role was that of a military enforcer. 
Then, she referred to “our shared task, with the help of friends from 
around the world.” But she did not elaborate upon their role or ours. 
Nonetheless, Albright went on to become a constructive voice in  
trying to fashion the U.S. role in world affairs. 

It is now almost a cliché when American leaders and policy ex-
perts refer to the United States as the indispensable nation. Some 
go farther and say that Washington must cooperate with others, 
“listen” to them, and “take their views into account.” No one, how-
ever, has gone far enough and stated the obvious corollary, namely, 
that those with whom we should cooperate are also indispensable to 
us, and equally so. 

So, there, hanging from the ceiling, was a blazing crystal chande-
lier, the central operating principle of the power pyramid: the prin-
ciple of mutual indispensability. The principle expresses the essence 
of international power in the twenty-first century—that as power-
ful as the United States is, it can’t succeed in solving or managing 
a major problem without the cooperation of other major countries 
(such as China, India, Russia, Germany, and the United Kingdom) 
as full partners; and that those increasingly powerful countries 
can’t succeed in solving key problems without America. We swim 
together or sink apart. That is now beyond argument. Even Bush 
came around to joining and, ultimately, even leading coalitions to 
stop the North Koreans’ and Iranians’ nuclear efforts. But while ac-
ceptance of mutual indispensability is the beginning of wisdom on 
exercising international power, it is not the end. 

It is equally essential to understand the roles that must be played 
by leader and partner. Brent Scowcroft expressed this point well in 
2007, saying that “no other power or bloc . . . has demonstrated . . . 
the ability to mobilize the world community to undertake the great 
projects of the day. We, the United States, act as the catalyst. . . . 
The world is not susceptible to U.S. domination—but without U.S. 
leadership not much can be achieved.” 

The United States is the only country that can lead regard-
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ing major world problems, for several reasons: It has much greater 
economic and military capability than other major powers singly 
or together. Most countries distrust the United States far less than 
they distrust one another. And most countries in every region of 
the world continue to see the United States as the source of balance 
in their neighborhoods as well as their protector against potential 
regional threats. These are the unique strengths, attributes, and 
the international position that Washington brings to almost every 
international table—and from which it derives its unique leader-
ship role. 

But to understand why the United States is the sole leader doesn’t 
explain how it can lead. One conclusion stands out clearly: in today’s 
world, to lead is most certainly not to dominate. Other key states 
simply won’t submit, nor do they have to. They have the power to 
resist, as do most states, large and small. Nor does leadership give 
Washington any special leverage to convince others that America 
understands their interests better than they do. To lead successfully, 
the United States must help solve problems—whether they involve 
trade, terrorism, the environment, humanitarian relief, or security 
conflicts. The only reason for other key countries to go along with 
American leadership is that they, too, need those problems solved 
and they recognize that without American leadership, the problems 
won’t get solved. 

America’s power to lead thus boils down to the power to solve 
problems with the cooperation of others. In the end, that’s the reason 
others follow us. Being the world’s problem solver is the basis of 
U.S. leadership in the twenty-first century. Others can no longer be 
shoved around or exhorted to follow us on the basis of shared values 
that barely exist. Bush’s second defense secretary, Robert Gates, put 
it very well: “Success will be less a matter of imposing one’s will and 
more a function of shaping behavior—of friends, adversaries, and 
most importantly, the people in between.” 

But countries—Japan, Brazil, Russia, Germany, and others—will 
stay with the American lead only as long as they believe that the  
problem at hand is actually being solved or can’t be solved by a co-
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alition led by any other nation. Even then, they will stay the course 
with Washington only if they are satisfied that the coalition led by 
Washington is attending to their basic interests and making use of 
their perspectives on solving the problems. 

For all the logic of mutual indispensability, the United States and 
The Eight have not been able to put it into regular practice. There 
are natural barriers to good sense. To begin with, other major na-
tions simply don’t see things as the United States does on many im-
portant issues. We differ even on the highest priorities. Fighting 
terrorism has a higher ranking in the United States than among 
the rest of The Eight, even if all for now are preoccupied with the 
economy. These nations agree on trying to stop the spread of weap-
ons of mass destruction, but they strenuously dispute the urgency of 
the problem and how hard to twist the arms of transgressors. Many 
major countries disagree with us on the need, or even the utility, of 
pressing governments to modify or change their internal politics  
and values. Many countries believe that global warming is the top 
environmental priority, while Bush appeared to view it mostly as a 
liberal gimmick. Most nations still believe that the United States 
should be offering major concessions on trade, as in the past, but 
don’t seem to appreciate that they are richer than ever while Amer-
ica is not as strong economically as it once was. These key nations, 
our essential coalition partners, don’t show much more flexibility on 
these issues than we do. The upshot is that the world today has no 
coalitions and no solutions to major international problems. 

To many Americans, mutual indispensability reeks of the vilest 
words in American politics: compromise and multilateralism. Con-
servatives, however, know that the United States needs to cooperate 
with other nations, and they address the problem in their fashion. 
John McCain asserted during the 2008 presidential campaign that 
“we have to be willing to be persuaded by others.” This is as far as 
they will go, and it is striking that they will rarely if ever use the 
word “compromise.” 

To recognize that we need other nations and to accommodate 
their interests and perspectives is to commit the cardinal American 
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sin of compromise. In Washington politics, compromise equals ca-
pitulation, giving up good American interests for unworthy and even 
evil foreign interests. An accusation of such sins can crush even a po-
litical saint or the cleverest bureaucrat. America is the only country 
in the world where one has to explain that compromise is necessary 
for cooperation, and that cooperation is essential for the resolution 
of the majority of international problems. Of course, presidents can 
deny that they’re compromising and insist that they’re just making 
minor adjustments. Sometimes, they can even get away with this. 
Presidents and their thoughtful allies can’t engage in every fight 
over every compromise; that’s asking too much. But the way to avoid 
this tiresome level of conflict and to give oneself the necessary flex-
ibility is to make the strongest sales pitch for the overall strategy of 
mutual indispensability as the only way to solve problems. To put 
this the other way around, if presidents don’t sell the strategy, they 
will fail more often than not. Thus compromise can be seen not as 
giving away the family jewels, but as an essential ingredient in as-
sembling the power needed for success. 

Some critics will assail mutual indispensability by saying that it 
epitomizes the greatest sin of all—multilateralism. Only an idiot  
would suggest abandoning America’s “right” to unilateral action. 
So, presidents should shout it from the rooftops—as long as they 
don’t try to practice it except in the direst circumstances. To make 
mutual indispensability work, presidents have to escape from both 
the concept and the word “multilateralism.” It’s too tarnished. Too 
many critics have made that word sound like multilateralism for its 
own sake or like tying the United States to a hopeless international 
chain gang. 

Mutual indispensability can and should be presented in another 
way—as creating power coalitions of key countries to solve key 
problems that could not be solved or managed by any other means. 
This most certainly does not require that we beg any nation, let 
alone dozens of nations, to join us in a love-in. It doesn’t call for us 
to go on bended knee to the United Nations, except when that suits 
our purposes and when we can expect a positive result. It does mean 
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a working agreement with a few other key powers, specifically those 
that matter on the particular issue at hand and whose power must 
be added to ours to get the job done. We would not be debasing 
ourselves before others, but rather cooperating with others to do 
together what we could not do apart—tackling the issues that are 
fast becoming dangerous to all civilized nations. 

Consider the consequences of having rejected this approach: 
Pakistan and North Korea have joined the nuclear club and Iran is 
now on the waiting list. Trade negotiations falter and protectionism 
looms. Terrorism continues unabated. Secretary Gates acknowl-
edged what everyone grasped, except for some of his colleagues in 
the administration: that “only a united front of nations will be able 
to exert enough pressure to make Iran abandon its nuclear aspira-
tions.” And to top it all off, the global environment is going to hell. 

Presidents can protect American interests in these coalitions. As 
the leader everyone recognizes as such, an American president can 
set the policy direction for cooperation and, as often as not, shape 
the internal bargaining process and the terms of any compromise. 
Those are powerful assets. As any good bureaucrat knows, whoever 
gets to write the interagency paper gets more than his fair share of 
the credit for the outcome. But to be sure, presidents will have to 
make concessions and difficult compromises as well. 

If presidents succeed with this approach, they can claim and will 
rightly receive their share of political laurels. If it doesn’t produce 
results, they can always return to the practice of blaming others and 
asking for more time for the other side to concede. These excuses, 
however, wear thin after several years, compelling presidents to 
produce even flimsier excuses, which become the subject of ridicule 
both at home and abroad. 

Not only the United States but other nations too must learn to 
appreciate the virtues of mutual indispensability. The burden of 
leadership, however, rests squarely on Washington. 

In the end, mutual indispensability can succeed and coalitions 
can be forged only if the key countries all see two matters the same 
way: first, that the problem at hand must be solved, dealt with, or 
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managed; and second, that only the coalition can best accomplish 
those goals. The ultimate incentive to cooperate is that without co-
operation there is nothing but failure and danger. 

Once upon a time in the Truman administration, the United 
States was known for doing its foreign policy business through in-
ternational partnerships. It created and fully used international in-
stitutions. The Truman team realized that we received a very good 
return on investment through these institutions. 

Most foreign policy and national security professionals today 
understand the necessity for these partnerships, and they’re com-
fortable working with others. Foreign service officers and military 
officers, who have been on the line and have direct experience with 
the travails of accomplishing anything alone in the world, are par-
ticularly adept at this. 

The resistance to the idea of mutual indispensability comes  
mainly from those who don’t grasp the basic reality of power in 
the twenty-first century: Mutual indispensability is not an end in  
itself; it is only a means—and it is the only means of using American 
power effectively. Without coalitions, we will fail—no matter how 
powerful we are and no matter how firm our will is. 

RULES FOR MAKING STRATEGY 

Rule 1: Make the creation of a foreign policy and national 
security strategy your first order of business—and be personally 
and directly involved in the discussions. Without a good one, you’ll 
always be chasing your tail. 

More than anything else, it will help you to focus your substan-
tial presidential powers and achieve victories that will afford you 
even greater power. More than anything else, it can save you from 
becoming swallowed up by second- and third-order issues. 

Rule 2: Go through the whole strategy drill: determining 
achievable, not merely desirable, objectives; setting priorities; as-
sessing everyone’s strengths and weaknesses, especially your own; 
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deciding the sequence of your administration’s moves, in particular 
analyzing what is the “first door” to open that will ease the open-
ing of subsequent doors; and understanding the sources of your 
power to ensure that the means match the ends. A fool is someone 
who defines a problem in such a way that it can’t be solved. 

Rule 3: Make sure you get the bureaucracy, Congress, and 
the public to buy into your strategy at the outset. If you have to 
keep going back to the well to justify each individual action, you’ll 
drown. 

Professional military and foreign service officers will not be a 
problem, especially if the strategy calls for working with others, 
something they are skilled at doing. But do all you can to persuade 
your political appointees not to savage one another over the strat-
egy, especially in public. 

Legislators will leave you alone, most of the time, until you get 
into trouble. Remember that they love to be included in White 
House meetings, to be seen and heard at the White House. 

The public will appreciate your efforts to tell them clearly and 
sensibly what you’re trying to accomplish—both how and why. But 
don’t expect to convert all the tree huggers, American Legion-
naires, and foreign policy experts (they do have to make a living, 
after all.) 

Rule 4: Your strategy must rest on the principle of mutual in-
dispensability—with the United States as the indispensable leader 
and the other key nations as indispensable partners. 

America’s leadership power is based primarily on our capacity to 
galvanize coalitions to solve or manage major world problems. The 
partners bring the added strength the United States needs to make 
the coalition strong enough to surmount the inevitable resistance. 

Alas, this approach requires mutual compromises, and that’s no 
fun. In the last analysis, all parties have to recognize that if they 
really want the problems solved, there is no choice but to compro-
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mise and join the coalition. The reality is: Succeed together, fail 
apart. 

You have tremendous bargaining advantages that allow you to 
set the directions and shape the terms of cooperation within the 
coalition. These pluses when added to the bargaining skills of the 
alliance can sustain you against inevitable know-nothing charges of 
compromise for its own sake, and multilateralism for its own sake. 

Rule 5: You must repeatedly make clear that your strategy is to 
establish power coalitions of key states to solve problems, and not 
to practice multilateralism for its own sake. And no matter what 
happens, remind everyone that Washington always retains its right 
to act on its own. 

Coalitions must include second-tier states (such as China, the 
United Kingdom, and India) and other lower-tier states only as 
necessary. You need to make clear that you have no intention of 
asking cooperation from a parade of states that would not be vital 
to the coalition’s success. Do not cede control to the UN, but when 
possible, having UN approval doesn’t hurt. 

Finally, since nothing goes without saying: Good strategy is nei-
ther an inflexible doctrine nor a straitjacket that restrains action; 
good strategy is a good guide. 



C H A P T E R  6  

Intelligence and Power 

You presidents keep demanding of intelligence agencies what they 
can seldom produce—the innermost thoughts of foreign leaders and 
the status of concealed weapons programs. You rarely ask the spies 
for what they do best and what you need most—an understanding 
of foreign societies and their politics. 

President Obama will put considerable treasure on the line to 
learn certain foreign secrets and peer into the future. Exactly 
where is Osama bin Laden? Are Iranian and North Korean 

leaders determined to pursue and hide their nuclear weapons pro-
grams or will they settle for peaceful nuclear energy? Will Iraqi 
leaders surmount their conflicts and govern in peace together? And 
before he transforms Afghanistan into another Iraq, Obama will ask 
whether the political future of President Hamid Karzai, our man in 
Kabul, can be salvaged. 

Fairly or not, President Obama will be disappointed by the an-
swers. He is bound to believe that his massive spying apparatus with 
its see-all, know-all technology can ferret out any information he 
wants. Again, he’ll be disappointed. When his agencies don’t pro-
duce clear-cut answers, and when he can’t get the facts, his policy 
advisers and political enemies will fill the void with their own ver-
sions of the facts. If he becomes desperate or overly passionate, he 
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might push them too far and actually get the answers he desires, 
as George W. Bush did with Saddam Hussein’s nuclear program in 
2003—but the answers will be incorrect. 

Good information and foreknowledge can spell the difference 
between victory and defeat, as Niccolò Machiavelli explained long 
ago. In The Prince he wrote: “[F]or knowing afar off (which it is only 
given to a prudent man to do) the evils that are brewing, they are 
easily cured. But when, for want of such knowledge, they are allowed 
to grow so that every one can recognize them, there is no longer any 
remedy to be found.” Knowledge is, indeed, power in two respects: 
First, whoever controls it usually controls the argument or debate; 
second, good knowledge allows for more precise and effective use of 
power, both to prevent harm and to do good. 

For these reasons, the United States now devotes upwards of $50 
billion yearly to a bewildering array of intelligence efforts to figure 
out the capabilities and intentions of other nations. Most of this 
budget buys satellite-produced imagery, which essentially involves 
taking pictures and other images from outer space; and communi-
cations intelligence, which essentially involves intercepting and de-
coding messages. A big chunk also goes to the military services for 
their tactical operational needs. A smaller part goes to the CIA for 
its analyses and on-the-ground espionage. 

Because knowledge is power, presidents begin their day with 
briefings on the juiciest intelligence morsels. I read the written ver-
sions of these highly classified briefings when I was an assistant sec-
retary of state. I found them to be less informative and interesting 
than the best daily newspapers, but almost always intelligent. 

Over the years, these briefings and the more thorough National 
Intelligence Estimates delivered good value on matters such as 
whether Russia would increase oil prices, whether an Israeli prime 
minister was politically strong enough to make bargaining conces-
sions, and the size and nature of China’s military programs. But 
on most vital questions, the payoffs have been dismal: whether the 
Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961 could rally the Cubans against Castro; 
the danger of the shah of Iran’s being overthrown in 1979; whether 
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the Soviets would invade Afghanistan; and, later, whether the Soviet 
Union was on the verge of collapse. On these big-ticket items, the 
intelligence community either produced little or was dead wrong. 

Given the power at stake in battles over intelligence, presidents 
were not satisfied by such disappointing performances. Every one 
of them made major efforts to correct the deficiencies. Their first 
recourse was to throw more money at the problem. The threat of 
terrorism at home made spending on intelligence widely popular.  
Almost as popular in Washington is for presidents to try their hand 
at reorganizing the community, as the collective intelligence agen-
cies are called. They move boxes around, create new layers on vast 
organizational charts, deconstruct other layers, strengthen the role 
of the White House, and make other well-intentioned efforts that 
rarely work. Then, they turn to hiring and firing CIA chiefs, then 
putting the old hands out to pasture and bringing in the new, only 
to then fire the new ones and bring back the old ones. To be kind, 
miracles have been lacking. The reasons for the community’s short-
comings lie far beyond budget increases, reorganizations, hirings, 
and firings. 

Confronted with this stubborn reality, presidents often try 
to circumvent the system entirely by becoming their own CIA  
directors. Some will try to become their own private case officer 
by getting their information directly from their foreign counter-
parts, i.e., by personalizing intelligence. They figure that they’ve 
spent their lives sizing up people, and they know how to do that 
better than some CIA analyst or a senior fellow in a think tank. 
And they—not the analysts—are the ones with direct contact with 
foreign leaders and therefore are in a much better position to make 
judgments about where the other side’s policy is heading, and to 
catch subtle nuances. They’re almost always wrong about their in-
dependent judgment of foreign leaders, and they compound their 
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errors by rarely passing on what they’ve heard in their private talks 
to trained analysts for evaluation. 

Bill Clinton thought he had such a fix on Yasir Arafat that he 
gambled American prestige on the Palestinian leader’s signing a 
far-reaching peace accord with Israel in 2000. Arafat refused to 
sign the pact. Similarly, George W. Bush parlayed with Vladimir 
Putin in 2001, and then announced: “I looked the man in the eye. 
I found him to be very straightforward and trustworthy. . . . I was 
able to get a sense of his soul.” It seems Bush missed a thing or two 
in his peek into the Russian leader’s soul. Several presidents were 
overly impressed by the former Pakistani president Pervez Mush-
arraf’s argument that if they didn’t go along with his very modest 
moves against Muslim extremists, the extremists would take over 
his country. 

President Kennedy introduced yet another technique for by-
passing the community, one that others followed and felt served 
them well. He made the White House his personal de facto CIA 
and sent out his own analysts to peer into the abyss of Vietnam 
and report back to him directly, not to their respective bureaucra-
cies. In 1963, JFK dispatched two leading experts on Vietnam with 
very different backgrounds to tour that country and tell him what 
was really going on there. Major General Victor “Brute” Krulak 
reported back to JFK that military action against the communist 
guerrillas was progressing at an impressive pace, that President 
Diem’s South Vietnamese government enjoyed great popularity, 
and that his troublesome brother and secret police chief Ngo Dinh 
Nhu could be managed. Joseph Mendenhall, a career diplomat, 
countered that South Vietnam was in desperate shape, that Diem’s 
regime was near collapse, and that the whole Ngo family had to 
go. Kennedy quipped: “You two did visit the same country, didn’t 
you?” 

The fateful issue before Kennedy was whether or not to deepen 
the U.S. commitment to prevent a communist takeover of South 
Vietnam. His decision would depend in good part on whether the 
experts could answer one question: Was this war winnable? If yes, 
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he might well ramp up America’s military and economic efforts. If 
no, he might consider retreating by stressing that Vietnam’s fate 
rested in Vietnamese hands. 

Hearing only more of the same contradictory accounts, Kennedy 
did what any self-respecting president would do. He hedged his bets 
in every direction, delayed making any firm decision, and played for 
time to further test the waters in Vietnam and at home. To know 
more, he unfortunately had to do more—but he would do only as 
little as possible so as not to lose. This is generally what presidents 
do when they can’t find out what they want to find out. 

The dirty little secret is that it’s very difficult to deliver the 
information presidents really want. No one, especially not an intel-
ligence officer, can bear the thought of telling the president that the 
CIA can’t answer his question today or even next year. But someone 
needs to explain to presidents the facts of life about intelligence. 

First, it is difficult to predict political events or political posi-
tions. Indeed, why should our intelligence analysts be able to predict 
the future abroad when Americans can’t begin to foretell what will 
happen in their own country? A couple of years ago, no one I knew 
predicted that Senator Barack Obama would be the Democrats’ 
nominee for president, much less win the 2008 election. Second, it 
is even more difficult to get hard facts on the most dangerous mat-
ters, such as weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). If the informa-
tion presidents seek is crucial to a foreign adversary, chances are 
that the adversary will take every possible measure to hide the facts, 
and almost invariably will succeed. Finally, to make matters worse, 
political pressure on intelligence experts, external or self-imposed, 
to conform their estimates to presidential policies and presidential 
preferences is inescapable, and this distorts evaluations. Knowledge 
is power, and every single power player in Washington will fight to 
define reality for the president—and that fight is well above the pay 
grade of intelligence analysts. 

There’s good reason why few experts in the United States or else-
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where predicted the fall of the shah of Iran or the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. Great upheavals generally don’t announce themselves; 
they erupt from the streets, from long-hidden and suppressed hatred 
that suddenly transcends the fear of police or military might. Nov-
elists and screen writers would feel these tremors far more acutely 
than intelligence analysts assessing conventional evidence. 

Adversaries will guard most zealously their real bargaining posi-
tions on critical issues. Experts will probably never stop debating 
whether North Korea is truly prepared to cash in its nuclear program 
in exchange for economic and political bribes. The same question 
roils experts regarding Iran. Alas, Washington has no spies on the 
inside in either regime who can relay such information. And even if 
it did have such a spy, the CIA probably wouldn’t believe he was for 
real. The community has very rarely been able to recruit individu-
als capable of such high-level penetration. What’s actually going on 
in foreign leaders’ heads is revealed only by presidents acting and 
making proposals, which spark reactions and unearth the underly-
ing aims (which, by the way, may or may not have been there at the 
outset of the bargaining process). 

Similarly, adversaries do well at preventing America from spying 
into their most important secrets, especially their WMD programs. 
Conventional military capabilities are relatively simple to track, but 
countries are adept at hiding their plans for WMDs, and the precise 
locations where they are developing them. This should not come 
as a surprise to the White House, given America’s own hideaways. 
Whatever Washington seeks most, the target will do its best to con-
ceal. Adversaries know well when U.S. presidents have designs on 
their family jewels, and they have a nearly unblemished record of 
denying such information to Washington. 

During the Cold War, the United States ringed the Soviet Union 
with listening posts and spy satellites and still couldn’t track many of 
its secret programs. In 1998, Washington was clueless about India’s 
plans to explode a nuclear device, despite nearly constant surveil-
lance. The Indian military knew about U.S. satellite and listening 
capabilities, and essentially rendered them blind and deaf. Thus 
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Washington didn’t get the opportunity to press New Delhi not to 
test. Nor did Washington ever have a high-confidence fix on Sadd-
am’s WMDs; nor, to this day, does it have a fix on the precise state 
of nuclear developments in Iran or North Korea. It could only draw 
deductive conclusions about their capabilities. 

Presidents, senators, and many others compound the already seri-
ous problems of gathering reliable intelligence by the political pres-
sures they impose on the community. Each side in policy debates is 
eager for the community to agree with its assessment. Professional 
analysts are well aware that they will be targeted for saying “the 
wrong thing.” Thus, they often find themselves driven to claim that 
they have clear facts when they have little or no evidence, as they 
did with Iraq; or to exaggerate what they know, as they often did in 
assessments of Soviet military strength. Presidents, their aides, and 
politicians are never satisfied with the mush of reality and uncer-
tainty, or with mere trends and tendencies. 

The most common form this problem takes is the pressure intel-
ligence officers feel to conform their judgments to official policy. 
Intelligence officers aren’t ordered to do this, but they feel its weight 
on their analyses, and their bosses feel it even more. The Pentagon, 
the most powerful bureaucracy in the federal government, set up its 
own full-blown intelligence shop under Defense Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld to send the CIA the message that it had better fall into 
step on Iraq or jeopardize its own relevance. Vice President Dick  
Cheney, the hawk of hawks on Iraq, visited with CIA officers in the 
run-up to the war to “listen” to their views—and shockingly heard 
nothing to contradict his own. During the Cold War, the hawk-
ish Committee on the Present Danger terrified CIA analysts who 
doubted Soviet military superiority, accusing them of being com-
munist dupes or just plain dopes. These stories linger and sting 
every analyst’s memory. 

This is not to say that all, most, or even a majority of intelligence 
is simply a regurgitation of political dictates. It is not. The point is 
to emphasize that once the president and his top advisers have taken 
a clear public stance on a major policy problem such as Vietnam, 
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Soviet military power, or Iraq, the intelligence community in its 
collective judgment rarely contradicts that policy with unwelcome 
facts or opinions—except, of course, in the form of anonymous 
news leaks. Nor is this hesitancy peculiar to frightened intelligence 
officers. I cannot count the times I’ve waited with colleagues outside 
the Oval Office or the offices of the secretaries of state and defense 
and heard one of them rant about how he would tell the boss some 
unpleasant truth, only to be ushered into the office with him and 
see him smile with total docility once in the presence of the great 
one. On hot-button issues, there is no escaping the politicization of 
intelligence. 

A rare and odd exception was the 2007 National Intelligence Es-
timate stating that Iran had suspended its nuclear weapons program 
in 2003. But this, too, was a highly political document. Although the 
estimate credited Iran with continuing other related nuclear efforts, 
agency leaders clearly understood the likely headline: Iran’s nuclear 
threat was not nearly as imminent as Bush or Cheney had insisted. 
This estimate read more like a declaration of independence than an 
analysis. 

Intelligence is a major battlefield on which policy battles are 
fought, and a devastating weapon in wars over policy. When hawks 
convinced leaders in Washington that Moscow had military superi-
ority, they won the battle to spend more on America’s defense and 
to resist negotiating “from a position of weakness.” If hard-liners 
persuade Washington’s leaders today that President Ahmadinejad 
of Iran is a new Hitler, hell-bent on the destruction of Israel and 
the United States, they will win the debate on taking the strongest 
actions possible to overthrow him. Whoever controls reality tends 
to control the policy debate. These policy debates are won not by 
green-eyeshade analysts, but rather by legendary political hit men. 

Of course, presidents will continue to vigorously and publicly 
seek the very facts and the insights that will forever elude even the 
most diligent of intelligence analysts. If they didn’t do this, their  
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political enemies would clobber them for not caring about the facts. 
They would be defenseless against the charge of wasting money on 
intelligence they disregarded. To say that the United States couldn’t 
do something would be, well, un-American. 

But as presidents do what they must, they can also privately focus 
America’s intelligence efforts on what the community can deliver 
and deliver well—and help themselves carry out a viable strategy 
for the twenty-first century. Such a strategy would be based upon 
the principles of mutual indispensability and of building power co-
alitions with other countries to solve global problems. That strat-
egy requires precisely the kind of information the intelligence 
community is good at—understanding the societies and politics of 
other nations. To create coalitions and take proper advantage of the 
American position of global leadership means that presidents must 
have genuine command of how other countries work, their leaders’ 
profiles, and how to influence them. This is where the community’s 
comparative advantage lies. 

The community has expertise in this critical area of domestic 
politics of other nations, and all foreign policy is rooted in domestic 
politics writ large—national values, interests, personalities of lead-
ers, culture, and power structures. From this brew comes a foreign 
policy, and to this brew U.S. policy must be addressed. 

In early 2006, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice stood on a 
podium at Georgetown University and announced the primacy of 
other countries’ internal affairs in making judgments on U.S. foreign 
policy. “The greatest threats now emerge more within states than 
between them,” she said. “The fundamental character of regimes 
now matters more than the international distribution of power,” she 
added. These observations about threats and international power 
balances are eminently sensible. What’s startling, however, is that 
Rice presented them as revelations—note the use of the word “now” 
in both sentences. 

It follows, then, that presidents and their senior advisers must 
harness intelligence to this end. This means asking intelligence ex-
perts on a regular basis how policies under consideration can best be 
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framed to influence foreign power structures. If the experts don’t 
have this information, they can surely obtain it. Any reporter worth 
his salt can discover who counts, when, and where. 

The questions to ask are obvious and include these: Will the 
policy help or hurt America’s potential allies? Will it make adver-
saries stronger? Is it better to delay the policy announcement until 
there is more backing in the military or business community, or 
is the policy designed to build that support? Is there a way of stat-
ing the U.S. position publicly that will get the message across with-
out offending the leadership? What other countries do the leaders 
listen to? The answers, in turn, will permit American leaders to 
fine-tune their power. And given how hard it is to wield power ef-
fectively, presidents need every advantage they can get. 

Open sources, especially magazines, newspapers, television, and 
the Internet, can provide vital information about other countries, as 
can the many foreigners who work in and visit the United States. So 
can Americans who conduct business abroad. Presidents must not 
only encourage but direct the community to take full advantage of 
these untapped open sources of information. 

To make their policies work, presidents must have fine-grained 
knowledge. They have to know, for example, whether offering eco-
nomic benefits to Iran will strengthen the hands of pro-American 
businesses, or hurt them, or have little effect. They need to know 
how these benefits might be presented so that they could help pro-
American interests. They need a good sense of whether general 
and increasing economic discontent is heard in the halls of Iran’s 
parliament. 

No foreign policy, no power move, is worth anything if it doesn’t 
bite into the domestic politics and decision-making process of the 
target country. Otherwise, the policy is just posturing for domestic 
American politics or for the vague entity liberals mistakenly label 
“the international community.” Policy too often serves just such 
narrow political or ideological purposes, and when it does, it doesn’t 
advance American interests. Intelligence can help a lot on the strat-
egy front. 
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. . . .  

Even after asking for the right kind of internal analyses, presi-
dents should not become passive recipients of this information. 
They can view this knowledge through their own historical under-
standing or intellectual predisposition. And if the analysts take issue 
with these precepts, they ought to explain why. Doing so will lead 
to exchanges that provide the president with insights. Too often, 
the intelligence analyses that presidents read have been filtered and 
rewritten by political staffers, and presidents would be well advised 
to read them exactly as the intelligence analysts prepared them or 
receive a briefing directly from the analysts. 

Meantime, history teaches a number of lessons for presidents and 
analysts to bear in mind. 

First, politics predominates in the short and medium term; eco-
nomics in the long haul. Political leaders will tend to their political 
needs before their economic needs. Economic trends and pressures 
take much more time to unfold and take hold than do political pres-
sures. Thus, presidents should be wary of predictions about eco-
nomic privations resulting in capitulation in the short or medium 
term, or of abrupt alterations in a country’s foreign policy or bar-
gaining position. 

A number of Latin American leaders shun benefits from economic 
deals with Washington because such arrangements would unnerve 
their political base, which is their primary concern. Similarly, major 
powers have dangled economic rewards before Iran, North Korea, 
and Syria, but their leaders clearly coveted their internal control 
more than economic growth. Some might argue that the Libyan 
strongman Muammar Qaddafi was an exception, that he made great 
concessions in return for access to the world economy. But in fact he 
opened his economy mainly because he believed that doing so was 
essential to preserving his own domestic political power. 

Second, transforming a country into a democratic free-market 
paradise, or even the local variation thereof, takes a long time—cer-
tainly more than an election cycle or a decade. The CIA’s analysts 
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and other government analysts are the least likely to forecast other-
wise. This particular brand of optimism usually springs from policy 
advocates or politicians looking for excuses for what they want to do. 

Third, nation-states rarely escape their own laws of history and 
gravity, and thus new leaders generally follow long-standing policies 
and seldom divert course fundamentally. Nation-states have a geog-
raphy, a history, and a political culture that never disappears, and 
they move through certain stages of economic development with 
attendant social clashes and pressures. These underlying realities 
change only glacially, imperceptibly, as do the policies which are  
largely based on them. New leaders will tinker with changes in for-
eign policy, but usually make only minor adjustments over the short 
and medium term. European nations show such consistency, just as 
Soviet bosses largely stepped into the shoes of the czars (though 
their rhetoric was more adventurous), and the Chinese communists 
largely took the path of the emperors. Thus, presidents should greet 
with skepticism assertions of impending policy revolutions. It often 
takes a true political revolution, as in Iran in 1979 or the election of 
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela in 1999, to basically alter foreign policy, 
to go from pro-American to anti-American. 

There has been only one country prone to fundamental changes 
in foreign policy without revolution—the United States. All it seems 
to take is an election. So, U.S. foreign policy has leaped from Nixon 
to Carter to Reagan to Bush to Clinton to George W. Bush. Chi-
nese communist leaders did decide to open their economy in the 
1970s, and their foreign policy evolved steadily from there. Either 
countries other than America don’t face the quadrennial pressures 
to change policy, or their leaders lack the power of a U.S. president 
to make basic changes essentially on their own. Because Americans 
can switch policies so readily, they sometimes incorrectly ascribe 
similar capabilities to others. 

Fourth, strong, strong dictators always last much longer than 
American analysts tend to predict. That’s because Americans be-
lieve that if things are really bad, people won’t put up with them, 
but people do. Just take a gander at the following tenures, in no 
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particular order: Saddam Hussein, twenty-four years (1979–2003);  
Stalin, thirty-one years (1922–1953); Mao, twenty-seven years 
(1949–1976); Castro, forty-nine years (1959–2008); Kim Il Sung, 
forty-six years (1948–1994); Kim Jong Il, fifteen years and count-
ing (1994–present); Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire (Congo), thirty-two 
years (1965–1997); Hosni Mubarak, twenty-eight years and count-
ing (1981–present); Saudi royal family, seventy-seven years and still 
counting (1932–present); Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, twenty-nine 
years and counting (1980–present); Slobodan Milosevic, eleven years 
(1989–2000). Strategies to oust these leaders or ease them out or get 
them to reform rarely fared well. None of this is to say that most 
dictators don’t eventually succumb, but the process invariably takes 
a long time, and when they depart, it’s almost always a surprise. 

Fifth, moderates will act moderately and therefore cannot be 
counted on in a crisis or in fast-moving situations or turmoil. Mod-
erates define themselves by their balanced judgment, tolerance of 
other views, caution, and willingness to compromise—all qualities 
generally prized in stable governments and societies. But these very 
qualities make for weak allies in crises, where the day usually goes to 
the passionate, ruthless, and most undemocratically organized. 

The American tendency is to place hopes upon and reach out to 
the moderates because they share our values and temperament. Both 
Democrats and Republicans are much more comfortable with them. 
But in political cultures where moderates are most needed, they are 
in shortest supply and usually without power. American presidents 
have learned this only after hoping otherwise in Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
and Syria. 

One of the most critical tasks for U.S. senior officials is to figure 
out how to help moderates in immoderate societies, without basing 
our policy on their likely success and without making them targets 
in their own countries for being pro-American. The U.S. intelli-
gence experts should tell their superiors what I heard in the spring 
of 2008 from a dozen young Iranians, most of whom were very criti-
cal of the current regime in their country. They implored me to 
understand that whenever Washington tries to help reformers like 
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themselves, the reformers are cast aside as American dupes. The 
community knows such things. 

The key subject to ask the experts about is change. Is there a 
change in policy, or how can we encourage changes we desire? Most 
change comes slowly, and presidents should ask the analysts for jus-
tification when they claim to see otherwise. 

Every country has problems obtaining good intelligence. Even 
with the best technological espionage and the best analysts, no one 
can escape the lenses and thus the distortions of his own culture and 
politics. As the Talmud says: “We do not see things as they are. We 
see things as we are.” That difficulty is compounded in the United 
States because Americans’ sense of themselves, and of being Ameri-
can, has historically been so strong and so inordinately isolating. 

America has been cut off or remote from other societies because 
of its geography, relative newness as a country, wealth, comparative 
self-sufficiency, inward-looking culture, success, and power. Amer-
ica is a paradox, a nation of immigrants where so little seems to be 
known about the homelands of those immigrants. Foreign languages 
are brought to American shores and then quickly discarded and for-
gotten by the second generation. The CIA, the foreign service, and 
military intelligence and counterintelligence units have only hand-
fuls of Arabic speakers, for example, although the United States has 
by some estimates at least 6 million residents of Arab descent. 

Other major powers like Russia and China consider themselves 
special and have memorable histories to buttress their claims. Yet for 
all their pride, they and most other countries have striven to master 
foreign cultures and languages. They seem to have gotten the point 
about what it now takes to compete economically in the age of glo-
balization and diplomatically in the era of pyramidal power. They 
know they must vastly increase their understanding of other soci-
eties. America as a country lags far behind and shows few signs of 
catching up. 

Presidents don’t have a lot of places to look for good informa-
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tion. They have the intelligence community, including experts in 
the State Department, and the community can draw on information 
from nongovernmental organizations, academe, and business. Not 
surprisingly, different experts within the community don’t go out of 
their way to communicate with one another, and presidents have to 
push them in the right direction. Presidents also can save themselves 
considerable grief by observing the following rules. 

RULES FOR INTELLIGENCE 

Rule 1: Focus your intelligence experts on helping you to 
understand the power structures of other countries and how to 
influence them—because that information is essential to your basic 
strategy of building power coalitions. 

To design such a strategy, you’ll require fine-grained informa-
tion. If you want to get serious about helping your friends and 
hurting your enemies abroad, you’ll need specifics, not generalities. 
And you’re in luck, because America’s intelligence analysts have 
these skills and can get even better at them. 

Rule 2: Push your spies to find out your adversaries’ dark-
est secret thinking and most secret weapons programs, but don’t 
expect good results. What you want most, the other side is best at 
hiding. And be prepared for others to fill in the blanks with “facts” 
you don’t like. 

Rule 3: You cannot escape fights, bloody ones sparked by 
worst-case-scenario artists, over the capabilities and intentions of 
our adversaries. Your harshest critics in news organizations and 
among policy experts and legislators will all have vested interests in 
painting you as weak and irresolute in the face of mounting dan-
gers. Fight those fights if you believe the evidence does not justify 
worst-case conclusions. If you don’t, you’ll be pushed into actions 
ultimately regrettable to all except your enemies. 
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Rule 4: Don’t waste a moment’s time or a single dollar fancying 
that you can escape these intelligence shortcomings with “new” 
plans, schemes, and gimmicks. There is nothing new, and the 
record of these reforms and streamlining has never justified the 
brawling required to put them in place. 

If tempted anyway, ask to be locked up until the passion sub-
sides. Upon your return to sanity, ask the experts for more infor-
mation related to making your policies work—and for different 
opinions. There is nothing more dangerous to presidential policy-
making than unanimity among advisers. 

Rule 5: Take consolation in one thing: As important as good 
intelligence is to successful policy, there are even more important 
factors. The Soviets had just about all the intelligence their hearts 
desired during the Cold War (such as double agents of the likes 
of Kim Philby, Aldrich Ames, and Robert Hanssen). These spies 
knew almost all our secrets and certainly helped keep Moscow in 
the power competition against a mightier America. Washington 
had no comparable spies. The Soviets won the intelligence war 
hands down—and lost the Cold War hands down. They had better 
intelligence, and we had a much better country. 



C H A P T E R  7  

U.S. Domestic Politics and Power 

You dominate the politics of foreign policy much as Machiavelli’s 
prince did almost 500 years ago. The problem is that foreign leaders 
don’t see it that way, and think they can manipulate American poli-
tics against you, and thus they resist your power. You can do better 
at managing this game, but it’s hard. 

As the summer of 2008 rambled on, the world glimpsed a fine 
specimen of a foreign leader outmaneuvering an American 
president in American domestic politics. As the presiden-

tial election approached, Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki of Iraq and 
President George W. Bush were deadlocked over the future status of 
U.S. forces in Mesopotamia. Maliki could not accept anything that 
suggested an open-ended duration for the troops’ presence. Bush 
was 100 percent against any hint of a timetable for a withdrawal. For 
weeks, they glowered at each other inconclusively—until just days 
before the visit to Baghdad of the then presumptive Democratic 
nominee, Barack Obama, who favored a timetable. At this point, 
surprisingly, Maliki told a German magazine that he now favored 
a “timeframe for a withdrawal . . . as soon as possible.” After a few 
days of negotiating, Bush was trapped, and he and Maliki quickly  
settled on a “time horizon.” Bush could not afford to be holier than 
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the Iraqis themselves on keeping American forces in Iraq. He should 
have anticipated this trap and preempted it with language about the 
need for a withdrawal process, but American politics is an open busi-
ness and presidents are vulnerable. 

Foreign leaders delight in America’s tumultuous and public bat-
tles over foreign policy and see them as opportunities for profitable 
meddling. This became clear to me in 1978, when I was the U.S. ne-
gotiator in the ill-fated talks with the Soviet Union to cut the trans-
fers of conventional arms. 

We were in Helsinki, Finland, and my counterpart was Lev Isakov 
Mendelevich, a courtly, old-fashioned, and shrewd career diplomat. 
He invited me to his embassy (which looked more like the palace of 
a viceroy) for a “four eyes” dinner (just the two of us). As the vodka 
flowed and the caviar kept coming, we quickly fell into a hilarious 
conversation about the entertaining vagaries of some American poli-
ticians of the day. With all this easy banter, I naively ventured to ask 
this wily Jewish survivor of Stalin’s purges of the Soviet foreign min-
istry about his country’s politics. “Leslie, I like you very much,” he 
began, his hands moving into a pontificating position on his ample 
belly, “but you and all you Americans really don’t know much about 
the inner workings of Soviet politics, and we’re not going to tell you. 
It’s our real advantage over you.” 

Frankly, I think the Soviets rarely got the better of us. Neither 
side gave very much during those torturous negotiations, but the So-
viets thought their gaming of American politics gave them the upper 
hand, and so did most other government leaders. The leaders of Iran, 
China, and Pakistan, for example, surely make the same calculations 
about us as did the Soviets. 

All our foreign friends and adversaries have access to U.S. ex-
ecutive branch agencies, Congress, our media, and our think tanks. 
They come here to tell their versions of negotiations, sometimes as 
accurate as, sometimes less accurate than, the administration’s ver-
sions. They make unofficial proposals through these many open 
channels, where it costs them nothing to stir up the pot. Their lob-
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bies in America—Taiwan’s China lobby, Israel’s various groups with 
their potent connections, Greece with Greek-Americans, and so 
forth—are not to be trifled with. 

The United States has the world’s most open political system. It 
is both blessed and cursed with more accessible paths to its govern-
ment officials than any other society. Government secrets spill into 
the public arena, and virtually everything is discussed publicly, if 
not intelligently. Other countries romp in our playpen far beyond 
our capacity to meddle in their societies. They reach into Washing-
ton politics in hopes of getting Americans to compromise with each 
other before negotiating with them. They rejoice when Congress, 
the White House, and the Defense and State departments square off 
against one another. 

Foreign leaders generally understand the iron law of interna-
tional bargaining—that real international negotiations take place 
more within nations than between them. Far too often, presidents 
seem unaware of this iron law and neglect to protect themselves. 

In practice, this iron law should benefit American presidents. 
They have enormous power and authority to do what they want  
in foreign and national security policy. They can keep the nation 
at war—as Truman did in Korea, Nixon in Vietnam, and Bush in 
Iraq—beyond the point of solid public support. They are free to 
frame U.S. negotiating positions without much interference from 
any other domestic authority, and most of the time, they do. Bush 
could and did resist entering serious talks to curb global warming, 
although a substantial majority of nations and of Americans felt oth-
erwise. About the only area in which presidents are challenged ef-
fectively is trade negotiations, where the line between foreign and 
domestic interests is blurred. Presidents lose or give ground at home 
on foreign and defense affairs only after an extended period of costly 
failure—only when enveloped in perfect storms. 

The problem for the president in conducting foreign policy arises 
from the fact that foreign leaders do not fully understand the magni-
tude of the president’s prerogatives. They see opportunity, rather than 
presidential dominance, when they view America’s political turmoil. 
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They forget that even badly wounded presidents can stay their courses, 
as Truman did on Korea over the wildly popular General Douglas 
MacArthur and as Bush did on Iraq in the face of his minuscule public 
approval ratings. Nonetheless, foreign misperceptions often lead for-
eign leaders to withhold compromises in hopes of flipping American 
politics against the president. The result is often stalemates in negotia-
tions, as happens routinely on trade and security issues. 

Presidential power slips abroad less because the president actu-
ally loses control over policy at home and more because he loses 
control of foreign perceptions of the domestic policy debate. 

Presidents need to better manage these misperceptions of their 
vulnerabilities at home in order to protect their bargaining power 
overseas. To begin with, they have to remind foreign observers that 
the raucous mob of actors in American politics is not as influential 
as it appears. 

Presidential power over the making of foreign policy rests 
not only on formidable constitutional and political strengths, and 
on the deference given to the president as commander in chief, but 
also on the weakness of his competitors, whose limitations are gen-
erally underestimated, especially by themselves. The cast includes 
the think tanks, the nongovernmental organizations, the media, the 
lobbies, and the executive branch bureaucracy. Their weight is often 
enhanced by alliances with foreign governments. 

To be sure, the players can bite as well as bark, and their clout at 
times can even be decisive, if they generate congressional action, that 
is, legislation. But they are mostly noisemakers, both the guardians 
of democracy and the wolves that prey upon it. The White House 
often characterizes them correctly as acting in their own self-inter-
est and not the national interest, and as failing to offer viable policy 
alternatives. On occasion, however—and those occasions are of his-
toric significance—they represent the finest checks and balances in 
the American democratic system. 

Among those who periodically provide valuable information and 
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ideas should be counted the senior fellows and experts in think tanks 
or foreign policy research centers, as well as professors at universi-
ties. But the main function of senior fellows has become their writing 
of unmemorable op-ed articles in newspapers and their eager par-
ticipation in unedifying shouting matches on cable news programs, 
mostly to the end of criticizing whatever administration holds power 
or whoever in that administration disagrees with them. They also 
constitute a corps of government officials-in-waiting, and this fact 
is not irrelevant to their unfavorable reviews of current policy. It’s 
not their fault that even well-informed Americans are inadequately 
informed by serious journal articles and books. 

The think tanks and many public policy schools at universities 
came to full influence during the 1970s and 1980s. Before, Wash-
ington housed only a few dozen or so such organizations dealing 
with international affairs; now, there are well over 1,000, depend-
ing on how many fellows constitute a tankful. They receive funding 
from big business, from individual donors, and from a kaleidoscope 
of ideological benefactors. 

The most luminous of these research operations in Washing-
ton are the conservative Heritage Foundation; the neoconservative 
American Enterprise Institute; the moderate, centrist Council on 
Foreign Relations and Center for Strategic and International Stud-
ies; the liberal to moderate Brookings Institution; the liberal Car-
negie Endowment for International Peace; and the relatively new 
centrist Center for a New American Policy. These and other such 
organizations nationwide employ thousands of senior fellows and 
assistants who, along with their confreres in public policy schools at 
universities, occupy a good deal of the public space in newspapers 
and airtime on television, certainly in professional foreign policy 
magazines, and increasingly on their own blogs. When a particular 
think tank’s crowd holds the White House, its fellows praise presi-
dential policies to the skies, while almost all the others condemn it 
with varying degrees of civility and substantive seriousness. 

These experts hardly pose mortal threats to presidential poli-
cies and power, for one reason: Their commentary is usually far 
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more analytical (the president’s policies won’t work) than prescrip-
tive (here’s how to fix them). They heat up arguments about policy, 
but seldom offer alternative policies around which a thoughtful op-
position can grow. In addition, there are so many of these experts 
on virtually every issue that they tend to cancel out one another’s 
views in the public arena. In sum, fellows and professors have added 
substantially to the general clamor and partisanship of the public 
debate, but lack the influence to tip the scales either for or against 
the incumbent in the White House. 

The same can be said of the influence that nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) have on major policy issues. The NGOs emerged 
as major players in Washington during the 1970s and derived their 
influence from their genuine expertise on areas from human rights 
to refugees to the environment. They also had clout because, unlike 
the think tanks, they were action-oriented. 

Many NGOs are dependent on governmental funds, and they 
have protectors in the executive branch and Congress who share 
their views. Many NGOs actually perform government-like func-
tions, such as caring for refugees, and their governmental sponsors 
prefer these private endeavors to public ones. Usually, NGOs fly 
under the radar on major policy matters because each focuses on just 
one subject, and most avoid overall criticism of presidential policy. 

Three notables among them are Human Rights Watch, the In-
ternational Rescue Committee, and the Environmental Defense 
Fund. 

Whereas there were merely a few hundred NGOs thirty years 
ago, there are thousands today, and in those numbers rests refuge 
for the president. They often cancel each other out. There are pro– 
and anti–global warming groups, for example. Once big business 
and other ideological interests saw the influence of NGOs, they cre-
ated counter-groups to reflect their own interests. Many presidents 
learned of the existence of such counter–human rights groups only 
when they tried to crack down on Chinese human rights violations. 
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Even when most NGOs concerned with a single issue are unani-
mous, the president can choose to ignore them, as Bush did repeat-
edly with the global warming groups or as several presidents did 
regarding Chinese human rights violations. Like the denizens of 
think tanks, they don’t have much clout in their own right. In order 
to have any impact, they must have the attention of the press and, 
more especially, help from Congress. Otherwise, presidents don’t  
have to worry about them. 

Presidents like to get NGOs on their side for broader policy 
issues, but they don’t need the NGOs. 

It’s not the NGOs or think tanks that preoccupy the White 
House; it’s the media—almost as much as Congress, in fact. The  
power of today’s media certainly exceeds that of the 1950s, when 
the Washington columnist Stewart Alsop sneered that the press had 
the “social standing of a dentist.” To be sure, television anchors, 
star correspondents, and front-page reporters for prestigious news-
papers can raise almost anyone on the phone and be seated next to 
the secretary of state’s partner at dinner. In truth, my wife and I had 
better seats at sparkling Washington dinner parties when I was a 
correspondent or columnist for The New York Times than when I was 
an assistant secretary of state. But if telephone access and socializing 
are telltale signs of power, they’re not real power. For the most part, 
the media can and do make life more difficult for most presidents, 
but the impact of the media on policy—the real test of power—is 
usually marginal. And when it’s more than that, the reason is invari-
ably that they are shining a light on a policy so ill conceived and so 
ailing that the administration is embarrassed. 

The fact is that for all the media’s control of the communica-
tions process among government players and between them and the 
public, officials do a better job of using journalists for their purposes 
than vice versa. In the overwhelming number of cases, the admin-
istration decides to put out a story—and does so with its own spin. 
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Truly enterprising stories that stem from independent, investigative 
reporting are rare. 

The media add to this overall government advantage by build-
ing their daily coverage around daily executive branch briefings. In 
fact, they send their senior reporters to these set-piece events in the 
White House and the departments of State and Defense. Their re-
porting thus depends on what the government chooses to tell them 
in these deliberately uninformative briefings. Daily, the administra-
tion press officers call one another and decide what, if anything, 
to tell the press at the daily sessions. Usually, the line is something 
like “We are considering Iran’s proposal,” or “so-and-so’s ideas are 
unworkable.” Administration officials even decide who among them 
will speak to which reporters on the phone after the press confer-
ences, and what the line will be. I know because I sat at both ends 
of these briefings. And these meaningless bits of trivia derived from 
this daily game often lead the news. 

Many journalists suffer from a further disadvantage in cover-
ing the range of foreign, security, and international economic 
issues: They are not, as a group, overburdened with background 
and knowledge in these subjects. In part, this results because edi-
tors do not keep them on a beat long enough to learn the history 
of policy and its intricacies—a situation unlike the longevity prac-
tices in the 1960s and 1970s. Thus, most reporting scants substance 
and focuses on motives, personalities, and politics. I often annoy my 
former journalistic colleagues by telling them, “If you don’t know 
substance, write about politics.” Politics requires less expertise than 
substance. Everyone’s a political expert and about on an equal foot-
ing. Politics is mainly opinion, the sources’ and the reporters’, and 
such is the state of the art in the twenty-first century. 

Thus reporters rarely file stories on a thoughtful legislative 
speech or on a senior fellow’s devastating critique of policy or a new 
policy idea. Sadly, most don’t know what good is, and their editors 
often know less. It often appears that neither reporters nor their edi-
tors take the time to read major administration policy statements, 
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let alone tedious government documents that often contain vital in-
formation. Seymour Hersh of the old New York Times sat for hours 
in the D.C. newsroom and read the Congressional Record and com-
mittee hearings, as he simultaneously talked on the phone. (Thank 
heaven, in this respect, for the bloggers who do read this material.) 

A lack of substantive backgrounds leads to another journalistic 
problem: inattention to establishing the facts. This should be the  
main business of the media, to help sort out the facts for citizens 
who don’t have the time or background to do it themselves. But 
today, many stories are reduced to he said–she said, and people are 
given little factual basis for judging policy arguments. The benefit 
here, of course, goes to the biggest liars, since—without serious fact-
checking by the media—they often get away with it. 

As for television news, it does headlines, and the cable news shows 
have reduced the presentation of news to shouting contests, to op-
posing voices insisting on their own viewpoints and ignoring the 
facts. Cable news makes little effort to perform the basic function of 
journalism—to explain what we know and don’t know about a situa-
tion. Cable news thus has reinforced an already hysterical partisan-
ship in American politics. For instance, CNN spends more time on 
the weather and children who have fallen into wells in Texas than 
on possible pandemics. Presidents deserve their share of the blame 
for this dreadful state of ignorance. They take few pains to improve 
this process and educate the public. In a media world of spinning, 
the White House is spinner in chief. 

While the media do occasionally seize on a particular presiden-
tial policy, such as Iraq, make no mistake: reporters, editors, and  
publishers do not want to tangle with the White House and its par-
tisans. Yes, they’ll shout questions at the White House press sec-
retary, but seriously pursuing administration officials on facts and 
policies embroils them in public fights. The media, which are very 
thin-skinned and cannot bear criticism, just naturally shy away from 
doing their jobs. They don’t want to be accused of being partisan, of 
being un-American, or of undermining our troops in the field. 

While journalists will object to this judgment, I believe that they 
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generally fear Republicans more than Democrats. Perhaps this is 
because most journalists are themselves secret Democrats. But it’s 
certainly because devotees of the GOP play a rougher political game 
than the Democrats. When a reporter stings a Republican, the Re-
publican will call the editor and complain. When a reporter stings 
a Democrat, the Democrat invites him to dinner. Democrats try to 
persuade; Republicans try to frighten. 

If presidential policy appears to be going well, reporters keep 
their powder dry and don’t mention the negatives they may have 
heard. It is mainly when policies hit the skids for an extended period 
that journalists muster the courage to provide the public with nega-
tive stories. At that point they pile on. And it is only in those mo-
ments that journalists really begin to exercise political power. Ad-
ministrations usually respond by trying to cover up their mistakes, 
and this reaction gives news stories even greater bang. 

The media cannot by themselves sustain an attack on presiden-
tial policy; they become too exposed. The media need events to 
keep the fire going. Reporting on Iraq makes this clear. From  2004 
to 2007, news coverage was predominantly negative because most 
events in Iraq were predominantly negative. This coverage surely 
soured public opinion on the war and helped the Democrats regain 
control of Congress in 2006. But when American and Iraqi casual-
ties declined toward the end of 2007, reporters carried that message, 
and the Iraq story often disappeared from the front pages, although 
there was still a great deal to report. 

Those who want to demonstrate that the media are indeed all-
powerful usually cite Walter Cronkite, the CBS anchor, who re-
turned from assessing the Tet Offensive in 1968, stepped away from 
his anchor’s neutrality, and told Americans, in effect, that the Viet-
nam War could not be won. Cronkite’s standing was unprecedented 
and surely affected public opinion, but it still took almost seven ad-
ditional years before the United States withdrew from Vietnam. For 
all the complaining about the power of the press, it’s hard to find an 
example of the media ganging up on and besting the president on for-
eign policy. For the most part, they just give him daily annoyances. 
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. . . .  

Lobbies can give the president more than that. To comprehend 
their power, take a fanatical member of an NGO—a global warm-
ing diehard, for example—and cube his passion, and you will get 
a Cuban-American, an Israeli-American, the old Greek-American, 
and now the new Indian-American lobbyist. They have passion, and 
passion produces power. 

My job at the State Department gave me the lead position on arms 
sales, and for a variety of strategic reasons, I pushed very hard to ap-
prove a wide range of arms sales to Israel. Hearing from their inside 
sources that I had been opposing these sales, the various groups in 
the Israel lobby struck hard at me. One of the many attacks was one 
I learned of from my own mother. She phoned from her nursing 
home in tears. “It says here in The Jerusalem Post that you’re a cold 
Jew, and you won’t help Israel.” 

In 1996, my wife, Judy, and I dined with Fidel Castro and a 
handful of his aides in Havana. Castro launched into his familiar 
rant against the Cuban American National Foundation, America’s 
formidable anti-Castro lobby. “Jorge Mas Canosa [its leader] runs 
U.S. policy on Cuba; he’s the one stopping trade and better Cuban-
American relations against the wishes of most Americans,” Castro 
thundered. 

To his surprise, I conceded, “You’re right. Interested and pow-
erful minorities in my country, in almost every country, generally 
carry the day on their issues. Senior citizens control Medicare, the 
gun lobby on guns, teachers on education, American Jews on Israel, 
and yes, the Cuban American National Foundation on Cuba.” 

“So, you admit you don’t have a democracy.” Castro moved in for 
the kill: “Rule by minorities is no kind of democracy.” 

“But we in the United States have the right and opportunity to 
change the dominant minorities by democratic means . . . unlike 
Cubans. And the president can still defeat these lobbies if he’s pre-
pared to fight,” I countered. He who had never lost an argument was 
unimpressed. 
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The fact was that the Cuban American National Foundation had 
been running U.S. policy toward Cuba. Because of the passions of 
many Cuban exiles in America, their voting power in Florida and 
New Jersey, and their funding of political allies, few Democrats or 
Republicans wished to wrestle with them. But by the same token, 
no president thought that the issue of establishing better relations 
with Castro was worth a political brawl with the exiles. In the con-
stellation of American national interests and threats to American 
vital interests, Castro’s Cuba did not rank high in any White House. 
When the time comes and a president decides that the exiles have 
lost their clout, especially now that Castro is out of power, the presi-
dent will establish new and friendly relations with Cuba. Until then, 
it is easier for occupants of the White House to let the exiles shape 
the policy. Cuba isn’t that important. 

However, it is also the case that various presidents have secretly 
kept in direct contact with high-level Cuban officials. Flying to  
Havana and holding meetings with Castro have been a favorite pas-
time of senators for decades. And when push came to shove, Bill  
Clinton did send Elián González back to Cuba, against the fervent 
wishes of Cuban-Americans. 

As a rule, however, presidents don’t want these unbridled pas-
sions to organize against them politically. Lobbies do make an enor-
mous amount of noise and receive a great deal of attention. Thus, 
in general, presidents let these lobbies have their way—until a presi-
dent decides that the issue at hand is sufficiently important to take 
a lobby on. When that moment comes, presidents do confront the 
lobbies and override their wishes. 

The China lobby prevented Washington from having high-level 
contact with communist China from 1949 until Henry Kissinger’s 
secret trip to Beijing in July 1971. At that point, Nixon and Kissinger 
concluded that they could maneuver China into their diplomacy as 
a counterweight to the Soviet Union, and that ties with China were 
of supreme importance to that goal. Kissinger met with the Chi-
nese secretly to avoid counterpressure from the China lobby, and 
then publicly announced contacts and future ties with the main-
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land. With that one stroke, Nixon instantly halved the power of the 
China lobby. Of course, it greatly helped that he was a card-carrying 
conservative anticommunist. All the lobby could do from then on 
was to help make it impossible for Washington to abandon Taiwan 
to China, something no president would have done anyway. 

As for the vaunted Israel lobby, it has been very successful at 
maintaining high levels of economic and military aid for Israel and 
at reinforcing America’s support for Israel’s security. But for all its 
political pull, the Israel lobby could not prevent U.S. arms sales to 
key Arab countries; nor could it stop administrations from endors-
ing, first privately and then publicly, a Palestinian state carved from 
Israeli-occupied territories in Gaza and the West Bank. 

These lobbies pop up regularly. Most recently, Indian-American 
business leaders have joined to create a pro-India lobby and helped 
gain Congressional backing for a controversial nuclear agreement 
between India and the United States. American business lead-
ers have effective lobbies to protect their economic interests with 
China. But if China starts to lob missiles at Taiwan or to confront 
Japan over oil in the East China Sea, those potent lobbies will im-
mediately retreat. 

Presidents generally give the lobbies a wide berth. They watch 
the power of lobbies wax and wane, and when it is waxing, presidents 
fear them. Fighting them is generally too costly—unless the White 
House feels that a vital national interest is at stake. When that hap-
pens, presidents do fight and win, and the lobbies lose. 

Lobbies, of course, focus on politics and thus principally on 
Congress, but like everyone else in Washington, they pay great 
heed to the federal national security bureaucracy. This includes 
the departments of State and Defense and the various intelligence 
agencies. For the most part, these agencies serve presidents loyally, 
except when the White House challenges their bureaucratic inter-
ests. This is not a cozy environment for the White House, and it 
leads presidents to view their own career generals, diplomats, senior 
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intelligence officers, and senior civil servants with suspicion. For-
eign leaders are well aware of these delicate relationships, and there-
fore look to the American bureaucracy as an avenue for influence. 

The bureaucracy is a beast unto itself with many varied unat-
tractive parts. Most of those at the top of the bureaucracy—people 
in policy-level positions—are political appointees of the president, 
rather than career civil servants. The one exception is the military, 
although civilians (such as the secretary of the army) are formally in 
charge of military departments. Presumably, presidents trust their 
own appointees, but even here, they worry that appointees will be 
co-opted by the bureaucracy. Such presidential concerns sometimes 
even apply to their own secretaries of state and defense. 

The bureaucracy can indeed burn presidents. For military of-
ficers, the trigger is invariably an adverse budget decision to ter-
minate certain pet weapons systems or research and development 
programs, or perhaps a White House decision on cultural ques-
tions such as gays in uniform. At the first hint of such betrayals, the 
military appeals to its congressional allies, and it normally succeeds 
because legislators have an interest in manufacturing certain mili-
tary widgets in their states or congressional districts. For diplomats 
or intelligence specialists, the boiling point tends to come either 
with decisions they believe to be profoundly wrong or with deci-
sions about which they simply weren’t seriously consulted. As with 
some military officers, their weapon of choice is a leak to the press. 
Many of these leaks find their way to the front pages. The stories 
hit the presidential solar plexus because the public is being told that 
the president’s own experts, his handpicked professionals, disagree 
with the boss in the White House or were ignored or overridden for 
political reasons. These stories hurt because they’re so simple. 

Presidents and their aides also wring their hands about the close 
connections among American military officers, diplomats, and in-
telligence agents, and their foreign counterparts. They are in touch 
regularly—since that’s their job—and funnel their views back and 
forth. Common outlooks evolve among them, which often set them 
at odds with their political masters both here and abroad. And in 
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countries such as the United Kingdom, France, and Japan, the pro-
fessional corps packs such wallop that leaders in these countries 
readily assume that their American counterparts are equally influ-
ential. They aren’t, but misperceptions of their influence can cause 
delays in compromises from abroad. 

For the most part, the professionals are, indeed, professional and 
loyal. They do what they are supposed to: namely, heed the pres-
ident and his appointees. Complaints by the White House about 
bureaucratic disloyalty or unresponsiveness are largely misplaced. 
The fact is that generals and foreign service officers, like everyone 
else, want to get promoted, and usually find reasons to adjust their 
professional opinions and are able to support the president’s policy. 
This was seen dramatically in 2006, when several retired generals 
announced their disagreement with Bush’s Iraq policy, although 
they acknowledged that they had saluted the commander in chief 
when on active duty. 

More than the bureaucracy, the lobbies, the media, and ev-
eryone else combined, Congress can stop the president in his tracks 
and force major changes in foreign policy—on those unusual oc-
casions when it is roused from its slumber-inducing rhetoric. Until 
those rare moments, members of Congress do little more than aim 
a few darts of criticism followed by quiet acquiescence. Capitol Hill 
is an odd place that sometimes rises up like a giant, but mainly tries 
to avoid responsibility, especially on matters of foreign policy. For-
eigners may be forgiven for not understanding when the sleeping 
congressional giant will awaken. 

Legislators have sensible reasons for accepting presidential dom-
inance in foreign affairs and security. They are uncomfortable chal-
lenging the president’s constitutional authority as commander in 
chief. It’s bad politics and bad form. There is also deference toward 
the executive branch in dealing with foreigners that stems from a 
proper respect for its expertise. And most legislators either rightly 
believe that the nation should speak with one voice overseas, or that 
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they don’t want to be accused of weakening this unified voice. In 
addition, it is all but impossible for members of Congress to agree 
among themselves on an alternative to presidential policy. So, legis-
lators are almost always content to criticize and cajole the president, 
but not to take policy into their own hands. There are, after all, 100 
senators and 435 representatives. 

For Congress to threaten to or actually block the president from 
pursuing his course, or to mandate that he take another one, re-
quires a highly unusual set of circumstances that rarely occur 
simultaneously. 

Congress, of course, has handed presidents startling defeats from 
time to time. The benchmark was its rejection in 1919 of U.S. entry 
into Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations. Congress also tried to 
tie Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s hands by passing neutrality laws, 
but Roosevelt found ways to circumvent legislative intent. 

From 1939 on, Congress did not reject a major presidential for-
eign policy initiative until near the end of the Vietnam War. For a 
few years thereafter, it asserted legislative prerogatives and tough-
ened the hearing process. Most importantly, it started cutting off 
President Nixon’s military and aid options for Vietnam one at a 
time. 

In 1973, Congress passed the War Powers Act over Nixon’s veto. 
That act required the president to seek congressional approval for 
keeping U.S. troops in combat more than sixty to ninety days. It  
constituted an open and direct challenge to the president’s powers 
as commander in chief by both Republicans and Democrats. Sub-
sequent presidents, however, either worked their way around this 
resolution or ignored it. 

The U.S. Senate also rebuffed President Carter in 1980, when 
it made clear that it would not ratify his strategic nuclear arms pact 
with the Soviet Union. This unusual step was motivated more by 
the Senate’s frustration with Carter’s failures in managing Soviet-
American relations and the Iran hostage crisis than by problems 
with the treaty itself. 

A Democratic Congress also opposed Reagan on arms control  
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issues. Public opinion polls showed a significant majority concerned 
that Reagan’s tough talk about Moscow was increasing the risk of 
nuclear war. Congress went so far as to start legislating what missiles 
should be manufactured. 

Congress dealt Reagan yet another blow on a major policy issue 
when it barred him from providing any kind of aid to the right-wing 
contras fighting the left-wing Sandinistas in Nicaragua. This action 
so outraged Reagan that he secretly authorized U.S. arms sales to 
Iran to gain the release of American hostages and to use the money 
gained from those sales to provide aid to the contras that Congress 
had forbidden. The upshot was the Iran-contra scandal, which 
Reagan weathered by semi-admitting his guilty role, although some 
of his subordinates faced jail sentences. 

For presidents to lose these and other battles with Congress, 
almost everything has to go wrong—all at the same time and over a 
long period of time. Only then are legislators ready and able to foil 
the prince. 

Below is a sampling of what had to go sufficiently wrong for Con-
gress to rise up and defeat a president’s foreign or national security 
policy: 

First and foremost, the policy under attack was seen to be fail-
ing or to have failed, and to be taking too great a toll in lives and 
treasure, as in Vietnam, or posing great dangers, as seemed the case 
with Reagan’s early anti-Soviet policy. The perceptions were widely 
shared in Congress, in the media, and among the oft-quoted public 
intellectuals. Usually, a majority of Americans also opposed the pol-
icies. Public opposition was particularly devastating, since it usually 
tended to give the president the benefit of the doubt. 

Second, the failures were seen as calamities, not merely mistakes. 
In all likelihood, a majority of senators judged Carter’s Panama 
Canal treaties to be a serious policy mistake and didn’t want to ap-
prove them. But they didn’t see the treaties as a calamity, and so 
Carter won, albeit by just one vote. 

Third, the calamity had to be of long duration and be ongoing. 
It takes years for enough legislators to decide to strike down the 
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president. Such opposition does not appear overnight. Congressio-
nal opposition takes many years to erupt, as with Vietnam, Reagan’s 
policy toward Moscow, and the Second Iraq War. Congress drew its 
knives only after many voices had been raised in protest, and after 
the public and the elites had reached a thorough and all but unani-
mous conclusion. Let it not be forgotten that although there was 
a consensus against Bush’s Iraq policy, after 2008 Congress never 
voted to halt it. In fact, the only piece of legislation Congress passed 
against administration policy on Iraq was one conceived by Senator 
Joseph Biden and me on a plan for decentralizing power in Iraq to 
keep the country functioning and unified. 

Fourth, the congressional knives must be plunged by members 
of both parties. The defeats are inflicted by a majority of one party 
and a minority of the other, but both must participate. And in most 
cases, Congress must be controlled by the rival party, not the presi-
dent’s. The only recent president whose own party controlled Con-
gress but still rose against him was Carter. 

Fifth, Congress must be assured of the president’s general politi-
cal debilitation before it finishes off the job. Specifically, this means 
that opinion polls must show a sharp drop in the president’s popular-
ity and a precipitous decline in his job approval ratings. Legislators 
did not actually strike down policies by Nixon, Carter, and Reagan 
until pollsters effectively assured them that the president couldn’t 
strike back. Interestingly, Congress didn’t vote down foreign policy 
initiatives by George W. Bush, despite his historically low public 
approval ratings. 

Meeting all these conditions for overturning presidential policy 
on national security is no small matter. So, presidents don’t often 
worry a lot about it. But on those rare occasions when Congress 
does rise up, presidents worry a great deal. 

When presidents add up all the potential domestic political 
threats to their foreign policy, it’s enough to cause them to reach 
for the Maalox—even though they are well aware of the history of 
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White House dominance on these questions. It’s the presidential 
dominance that is perennially misunderstood abroad, however, and 
it is not clear that any president in recent years has taken steps to 
shield himself better from foreign misperceptions and the attendant 
complications for U.S. international power. 

This practical issue should not occasion wading into a grand 
philosophical debate and into the mazes of political accountability. Few 
seriously dispute the need for presidential dominance in national secu-
rity. The White House is the only place that offers policy coherence in 
a messy political system and steady attention to the national interest. 
But presidents should not receive and probably will never receive more 
constitutional or political protection than they already have. There 
must always be room for the functioning of American democracy and 
for questioning presidential policies before wrong ones become irrevo-
cably costly. The system has to give the president room to dominate but 
still allow room for him to be challenged. While presidents may have 
a monopoly on policy, coherent or not, they don’t have a monopoly 
on wisdom. Many of Clinton’s and Bush’s foreign policies should have 
been taken to the woodshed and given far more public scrutiny both by 
the media and by Congress than they ever received. 

The best and perhaps the only chance a president has to get a firmer 
grip on foreign policy debates, which will give him or her the neces-
sary power abroad, is for presidents themselves to make the reasoning 
behind their foreign policy decisions clearer to the American people. 
The more debates head toward the gutter, the more irresponsible the 
charges, the less reliable the facts, and the less attention is paid to viable 
policy alternatives, the more vulnerable the president’s position be-
comes. By becoming a party to these trash debates, a president dimin-
ishes his special stature and his power. 

The troubles start with presidential elections. In almost every one 
of them since 1948, the candidates have grossly exaggerated threats 
and distorted their opponents’ positions. Kennedy falsely claimed that 
the Soviets had vast superiority in nuclear missiles. When running for 
president, Barack Obama proposed a fixed deadline for withdrawing 
U.S. combat troops from Iraq, though few experts considered this a re-
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alistic proposal. In any event, there was not a serious discussion of Iraq 
or virtually any foreign policy issue in the 2008 campaign. It’s usually 
the case during such campaigns that candidates exaggerate threats and 
oversimplify solutions. 

Forgive me for singling out Iraq when the trees contain so much 
other low-hanging rotten fruit from which to choose. Bush claimed 
that the troop withdrawal plan offered by the Democrats would lead to 
certain defeat in Iraq and to terrible repercussions elsewhere. He and 
his minions charged the Democrats with doing the terrorists’ work for 
them. The response of Bush and other Republicans was not a strategy; 
it was merely baiting the Democrats on terrorism. For their part, most 
Democrats kept talking as if it were at all feasible or desirable to pull 
out almost all U.S. troops in at most a year and a half. But it was simply 
not logistically possible to withdraw in that short a period without cre-
ating havoc in Iraq. Neither approach made much sense; the politi-
cal system was deadlocked, allowing Bush to continue on his course. 
Few proposals linked withdrawals to an Iraqi political settlement, even 
though every counterinsurgency expert argued that this linkage was 
absolutely essential. And to show the absurdity of it all, Bush himself 
agreed in November 2008 to a three-year deadline for the withdrawal 
of all U.S. troops after having insisted during the campaign that such a 
deadline would be totally irresponsible. This new timetable is now the 
starting point for the Obama administration. 

Such debates—and they are typical of debates on most critical se-
curity, trade, and environmental issues—don’t protect the president’s 
power or American security, and they certainly don’t enhance Ameri-
can democracy. They feature false facts and false options. 

While there’s plenty of blame to go around, and so much that re-
quires fixing, there is only one place to start—with the president. If the 
president demonstrates seriousness in public debate, if he and his aides 
take great care with the accuracy of their facts and policy alternatives 
and show civility toward opponents, there is a chance that others might 
follow. Even if others don’t follow, the president retains command of 
the high ground. 

The public expects more from the president than from other pol-
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icymakers. The people expect that he will look after the nation’s secu-
rity, and it is all but impossible to persuade them otherwise. They’re 
willing to support presidential policy adjustments and changes if 
things don’t work. If Bush had reached across the aisle and put to-
gether a bipartisan and sustainable strategy for Iraq, the great major-
ity of Americans would have honored him. He could have legitimized 
bipartisanship, regardless of what extremists said. And in the end, it 
is the president who has the most riding on success or failure because, 
more than anyone else’s, it will be his success or failure. 

The answer is not greater presidential assertiveness regarding the 
rights and prerogatives of the office. What is worthy of the country 
is the public sense of great presidential seriousness and fairness in 
conducting the public debate. To achieve this, there are a few good 
rules to observe. 

RULES FOR PROTECTING PRESIDENTIAL 
BARGAINING POWER ABROAD 

Rule 1: Don’t ignore or underrate the problem of foreign lead-
ers’ calculating that they can sway America’s open political system 
against you and thus outbargain you. It’s serious. 

You’ve got to do a better job of letting these leaders know that 
you do dominate the politics of foreign policy by better managing 
the public debate over foreign policy. 

Rule 2: Be serious about including as many key players as 
possible in your major policy decisions. That’s the best way to get 
them invested in the policy, or at least more politically respectful 
of the policy. It takes a lot of time, but it’s worth it. 

This starts with your own bureaucracy—the professionals in 
the foreign service, the military, and the intelligence agencies. 
They’ll add to your understanding, and including them will head 
off their invariably painful and embarrassing leaks to the press and 
Congress. 
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It also means including key legislators of both parties. And don’t 
turn these into the usual “you listen/I talk” sessions. Don’t just 
brief them and try to sell the policy; give them the opportunity to 
participate and argue. You might even make one or more of “them” 
top officials in your administration. Bipartisanship was always dif-
ficult to achieve—and is even more so today—but a little participa-
tion and bipartisanship goes a long way. 

There is no reason not to include the NGO leaders, senior fel-
lows, and professors as well. They may say something of value, and 
like everyone else, they do love to be consulted. 

Rule 3: You must break the hold of television and particularly 
cable news on the public debate—or you will fall prey to the now 
common scenario of a news network announcing policy before 
you’re ready to have it made public. This allows the least qualified 
among us to stand in instant judgment of your policies. 

For a decade or more, your predecessors have felt compelled 
to respond to the 24/7 news cycle established mainly by the cable 
news networks. They gave answers before they knew the answers 
and well before having the necessary consultations. 

More than any other force in the country, the cable news net-
works have taken control of the debate out of your hands and put it 
in the mouths of uninformed, highly partisan political commenta-
tors. Take back control: stop responding to them on their schedule 
and assert your own. Just instruct your press spokesman to say, 
“We’re studying that, and we’ll get back to you.” Talk show hosts 
will vilify you, but most Americans will cheer. 

Rule 4: Try to build a new political center of policy realists 
from moderate Democrats and Republicans. It should not be mas-
sive, but it can be a great help to you. This center would be your 
most reliable political base and would send a strong signal of your 
control to foreign leaders. You can do it. 

You, more than anyone else in American politics, still represent 
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our national interests. That’s a big cudgel. Also, a decisive number 
of Americans are thoroughly disgusted with transparently vicious 
partisanship, and will welcome your seriousness. 

Rule 5: Good policy is good politics, and your greatest political 
strength is to be seen as above petty politics. 

When your predecessors took well-conceived actions and ex-
plained them well, they succeeded far more often than not. When 
they performed poorly abroad, they suffered at home. And their 
failures were largely the result of their pursuing short-term politi-
cal gains or satisfying ideological partisans. 

When you put partisanship aside, people immediately respect 
this. Members of the public will understand that you are their 
best advocate to act in their true interests. This is your greatest 
strength. It is what makes you special. You trash your own pedestal 
whenever you stoop to pure partisanship. And the average citizen, 
who may know little of substance, does begin to sense when you’re 
serious and when you’re not. 

If you design policies principally to solve foreign policy prob-
lems more than to corner domestic political opponents, you will 
have the best chance of succeeding abroad and receiving credit at 
home. If you fashion policies mainly to vanquish domestic rivals or 
favor domestic allies, you are more likely to fail abroad and at home 
as well. 



C H A P T E R  8  

Military Power 

It’s good to buy the biggest and best military sticks for all to see, 
and just in case. But use them very sparingly in this messy and 
sponge-like world of insurgencies and terrorists. Think more about 
power packages: the poised, posed, and credible sword, wrapped in 
diplomatic and economic power. 

The post–Cold War world heralded an unprecedented era 
of peace among nations in modern times. It seemed so 
different from the one portrayed almost 500 years ago by 

Niccolò Machiavelli. “A prince should have no object, nor any other 
thought, nor take anything else as his art but that of war and its 
orders and discipline,” he wrote, “for that is the only art which is of 
concern to one who commands.” Princes, kings, prime ministers, 
and presidents didn’t need much persuading about the virtue and 
necessity of war. 

But no more, or so it seemed and so it was hoped, with the end 
of the Cold War. For the vanishing of the evil Soviet Union and the 
survival of the good United States as the sole superpower promised 
a Pax Americana. No one would dare tangle with the unmatchable 
military superiority of the United States. 

Yet, in the less than two decades since Moscow’s collapse, the 
United States has resorted to major armed action twenty-two times, 
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compared with fourteen during the supposedly trigger-happy half 
century of the Cold War. And for all its military might, the United 
States did not stop India, Pakistan, Iran, or North Korea from de-
veloping dangerous nuclear capabilities. Nor has it dissuaded China 
from a yearly double-digit expansion of military spending, or halted 
the growling of the resurgent Russian bear. Nor did it win victories 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, despite America’s imposing military efforts 
in both countries. Nor could Washington reverse the mounting and 
deadly threats from terrorists and religious extremists. 

In certain respects, the world seems more unstable and perilous 
now than during the Cold War. Then, the superpowers probed each 
other and fought proxy wars, but stayed away from direct confronta-
tion (except for the Cuban missile crisis), and most other countries 
felt relatively safe from attack. Today, volatile countries like North 
Korea and Pakistan possess nuclear weapons, and terrorists can and 
do strike devastating blows almost anywhere, making many a leader 
increasingly worried about his nation’s vulnerability. American lead-
ers certainly are. 

Throughout the Cold War, Americans broke each other’s bones 
and reputations over what constituted mortal threats to our vital 
interests; whether to fight or, if not, how otherwise to deal with such 
threats; when to fight and die over less than vital interests; when 
to help others fight and die instead; what not to fight for; and what 
means other than military force to employ to foil serious threats. 
Well into the first decade of the twenty-first century, Americans are 
still embroiled in the same arguments. 

These debates won’t ever be settled, even among friends. But we 
can certainly improve on our dismal record of thinking about mili-
tary force and power. Time and again, my fellow national security ex-
perts and I have much too expertly and quickly proposed or endorsed 
dispatching American armed forces into battle. As often as not, most 
of us have come to regret it, rethink it, or at least pretend otherwise. 

There are many questionable reasons behind this penchant for 
war, especially the career effects of looking weak, of being carried 
away by the same emotions as the public at large, and of the im-
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pulse to support the president. But there has also been an enormous 
amount of intellectual confusion in how we experts have thought 
about when and how to use force. 

Most carelessly, in both public and private talk, politicians and 
experts tend to lump together the three related but distinct basic ele-
ments of the military machine: capability, force, and military power. 
Military capability consists of arms, fighters and all related person-
nel, equipment, and training. Military force is the actual physical act 
of using this capability in combat. Military power is the art and skill 
of employing both one’s military assets and one’s proven military 
prowess in war to threaten what other leaders value most: their lives, 
their power, and sometimes even their sacred honor. 

In the twenty-first century, military power should take center 
stage in our thinking, and be the star of our national security policy, 
along with economic and diplomatic power. These three instruments 
of power constitute today’s most effective power package—the best 
way to get our way without war. This power package worked with 
Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, although he was afraid to let us know and 
thus look too weak. It worked with Muammar Qaddafi of Libya, 
who abandoned his weapons of mass destruction in return for eco-
nomic and diplomatic benefits. For some time it even seemed to be 
having a good effect on Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s quixotic leader. 
It really hasn’t been tried on Iran. And if this power package fails, 
presidents can always draw and bloody their swords—and attract 
more wartime allies by having first taken the nonwar path. 

Admittedly, power packages, for all their punch, allow for imper-
fect agreements. They entail compromises, which some people mis-
takenly equate with capitulation. Compromises do sometimes leave 
outcomes fuzzy, and in their wake, arguments continue. These short-
comings, however, have to be weighed against the alternative of war, 
where the costs are always very high—and where our side doesn’t 
always win, either. And good compromises, welded to America’s con-
siderable power advantages, give us the chance to resolve outstanding 
issues on favorable terms in subsequent bargaining rounds. 

The moral here is simple: American leaders need to think less 
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about imposing their will through military force and much more 
about shaping events through the application of military, economic, 
and diplomatic power. That cautionary note hits hard and true when 
you examine the very threats and scenarios that have propelled 
America’s leaders and military planners to make war instead. 

The threats that generate war scenarios inside the Pentagon 
always start with ritualistic bows to big power menacing from China 
and Russia. Traditionally, the military services feel most comfort-
able with sizing their forces and developing capabilities to defeat the 
largest conventional threats, whether or not those threats are at all 
likely. To the Pentagon’s credit, more and more planning time is 
now directed at three interrelated new threats: terrorism, the “king 
of threats” in the post-9/11 period; rogue states led by dictators de-
termined to acquire WMDs; and rogue or failed states transferring 
those WMDs to terrorists. 

Defense Secretary Robert Gates in 2008 moved these new threats 
to the center of U.S. military strategy. His new strategy requires the 
military services to focus their weapons purchases and training on 
irregular warfare, or what used to be called counterinsurgency. In 
other words, the services will buy fewer heavy tank and artillery 
units and place more emphasis on weapons designed to ferret out 
terrorists and fight them in the streets. There will also be less em-
phasis on short, all-out, and traditional combat, and more emphasis 
on the “long war” against terrorists, and on political and economic 
programs to diminish public support for extremists. This involves a 
massive dose of programs to diminish the environment that fosters 
extremism. To Gates, these nonmilitary efforts to help our friends 
govern effectively and develop their economies have the primary 
role in the new strategy, over force. As for the big potential threats 
from Russia and China, Gates calls for “collaborative and coopera-
tive relationships” rather than confrontations. In the next years, 
we’ll see whether the military and the politicians will go along with 
this new approach to buying military capability. 
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But American leaders have to do this with their eyes wide open. It 
means a commitment to defeating extremists and terrorists through 
nation building, an enterprise that may well do the job. The new 
strategy seems to shift the burden of responsibility for fighting the 
enemy onto the United States and away from the nations we are 
trying to assist. Before committing to such a course, our leader must 
be very confident that the peoples of the nation we’re trying to help 
will fight harder for their own freedom than our armed forces will. 
We can never win in Afghanistan if we have to fight harder than 
the Afghans to defeat the Taliban, or prevail in Iraq if our sacrifice 
to defeat al-Qaeda must exceed that of the Iraqis. Nation-building 
enterprises can succeed only if based more on the will and capability 
of our friends than on our own. 

Then there’s also the question of whether our armed forces can 
maintain their capability to fight major conventional battles and win 
decisively and at the same time train and equip for nation building, 
including counterinsurgency. It sounds like it might be easy but it 
isn’t. Nor can advocates of this dual approach sidestep the problem 
by asserting that the State Department should now develop the req-
uisite capabilities for nation building. This would involve a massive 
transformation of a debilitated department and massive transfusion 
of personnel and training that wildly exceeds State Department at-
titudes and management skills. 

Military capability is paid-for, acquired potential military 
force. It is the sum total of personnel, training, weapons develop-
ment, weapons, intelligence, information systems, mobility, and 
sustainability plus the X factors: operational and organizational 
skills and leadership. What results is the ability to develop, deploy, 
and maintain firepower almost anywhere at the president’s direc-
tive, sometimes for minutes, sometimes for years, whatever it takes 
to defeat the enemy on the field of battle. 

The price tag for this in fiscal year 2009 was a requested defense 
budget of $580 billion, including the costs of the Afghan and Iraq 
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wars. That’s about equal to the total military expenditures of the 
rest of the world combined. Nothing like this disparity has occurred 
in modern times, and probably ever. Nor is U.S. spending likely  
to recede after the fighting stops in Iraq and Afghanistan. Future 
spending bills will stay at this level indefinitely because these wars 
have depleted stocks and have deferred investments, innovations, 
and further integration of operating systems; and because of new 
plans to expand the overall size of ground forces. 

Over the last fifteen years, the tab reached $6 trillion, which has 
allowed the United States to construct the most potent military ca-
pability in history. For the foreseeable future, it is the only country 
that can fight wars like those in Iraq and Afghanistan for months, 
let alone for four or more years, far from its borders. No other coun-
try can move fully modernized strike aircraft carriers to a region 
and threaten mayhem. The three U.S. carrier strike groups at one 
point deployed near the Gulf could alone destroy every significant 
military and economic target in Iran. The United States alone can 
find enemies almost anywhere, when they get careless, with drones 
or spy satellites, and can fire missiles to destroy them in their cars 
or hideouts, as they watch reruns of Seinfeld. We alone can destroy 
almost any country’s capital and drive its leaders from power with 
conventional firepower in weeks. 

Military force is the actual use of military capabilities, the ul-
timate physical act. Its purpose is to punish, to signal the will and 
capacity to do even more harm. It can be utilized to destroy an op-
ponent’s own capabilities and will, to compel him to change unde-
sirable policies, or to remove him and his government from power 
and install a friendlier regime. 

The enterprise of gaming the actual use of military force invari-
ably begins with the biggest threats—today, still Russia and China. 
They can deliver a mortal nuclear punch to American soil. In over-
all military capabilities they exceed all other nations, although they 
trail well behind America. Nonetheless, it’s hard to find someone 
not confined by a straitjacket who believes Moscow or Beijing actu-
ally would launch such an attack or has any conceivable cause to do 
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so. And if either of them did, the destruction all around would be 
so horrendous as to stretch even a neoconservative’s notion of vic-
tory. No one should trouble about this mortal threat, though gifted 
military planners still draw the strange assignment of planning for 
it in today’s Pentagon. 

But what if Moscow or Beijing were to attack its neighbors? Would 
that also be a mortal threat to the United States, as some argued 
during the Cold War? One such hypothetical situation became 
actual in the summer of 2008 when Russia stormed and occupied 
two next-door provinces of Georgia and also moved its troops into 
Georgia proper. The response of the West was diplomatic and rela-
tively mild, since its leverage was essentially political and economic, 
not military. There was some talk of accelerating Georgia’s mem-
bership in NATO, along with Ukraine’s. There was also a good deal 
of talk about the United States and NATO providing more arms to 
nations like Georgia and Ukraine, but no amount of arms would be 
sufficient to right the military balance in these border areas with 
Moscow. 

Washington and the West are in a true military bind here. They 
can increase their rhetorical commitments to Russia’s neighbors and 
Eastern Europe, send more arms, provide more military training, 
and even do joint military exercises. But the Russians might well 
make some military response that would demonstrate their superi-
ority and Western weakness. 

The leaders of NATO would do well to remember an ancient rule 
about power: the worst way to protect your power is to show your 
weakness. Western answers to these military problems will have to 
come almost entirely in the strategic and political realms. Western 
leaders will need both credible economic and political sticks and the 
carrot of prefiguring a new strategic relationship with a renewed 
major power. 

If China made new and serious threats toward Taiwan and rein-
forced them by military deployments, and Taiwan had done nothing 
to provoke these actions, the United States would stand by Taipei 
at least up to a point. The most recent example of this was in 1996, 
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when Beijing made warlike noises and deployments. Clinton dis-
patched two aircraft carrier battle groups to the area, with lots of 
talk of interposing them between the mainland and Taiwan. But 
Chinese leaders warned against this, and although the carriers hov-
ered around Taiwan, they never actually went into the Taiwan Strait. 
In any event, the crisis soon died down. Obviously, both sides can do 
each other great damage in even the briefest military exchanges, if 
threats evolve into warfare. But Washington and Beijing both know 
full well that the United States does not have the capability to match 
Beijing’s in sustained, intensive combat near China’s borders. China 
has the clear advantage in this regard, and so the name of the game 
for Washington is to urge Taipei not to provoke Beijing and to rely 
on deterrence if tension mounts. 

The threats and scenarios that detour military planners and 
politicians and impel them to seek solace in alcoholic beverages lie 
below Russia and China on the global pyramid of power—in the 
medium-tier countries such as Iraq, Afghanistan, and Iran, with the 
prospect of large numbers of troops engaged in small-unit actions 
against well-organized and dedicated foes who dwell mainly in the 
shadows. These are the Vietnams that loom in the twenty-first cen-
tury. What drove presidents into Vietnam was not the importance 
of Vietnam in and of itself or any threat Vietnam itself posed to the 
United States. The threat derived from the domino theory. Ameri-
cans believed that Moscow and Beijing were testing American will 
in Vietnam and that if they let this vital piece fall to communism, 
other nations would also fall in rapid succession. In the case of per-
ceived threats from Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan, they are seen to 
be dangerous in and of themselves. Afghanistan’s government har-
bored terrorists who attacked the United States. Saddam Hussein 
looked as though he wanted to gobble up America’s oil-producing 
allies in the region and seemed headed toward further aggrandizing 
of his power by developing weapons of mass destruction. To many, 
Iran appears to be a potential nuclear threat to Israel, an intimidat-
ing force against America’s oil dependencies in the region, and a 
welcoming haven for terrorists. 
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In thinking about U.S. military action, these three states may 
look alike, but they are not. At the surface level, the United States 
has the military capability to attack the capitals of these countries 
and depose their governments. That’s precisely what happened in 
Kabul and Baghdad, and it could certainly happen to Tehran as well 
(Iranian leaders must surely think about this). 

But at the next stages of combat in these countries, the scenarios 
sharply diverge and turn muddy. Iraq started as a U.S. military tri-
umph, then looked like a failure for more than four years, and then 
seemed to stabilize. President Bush did not deploy adequate forces, 
nor did our generals employ an effective counterinsurgency strat-
egy. Once they began to take the necessary steps in 2007 and—far 
more important—when they invited political alliances with former 
Sunni enemies, the situation turned positive. 

More critical still was that in 2008, the very Iraqi leader whom 
we installed and were even trying to ease out of office for his incom-
petence blossomed, totally unexpectedly, into a seemingly compe-
tent leader. This was Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, who then also 
managed to mitigate another major problem, namely the Shiite mi-
litias that had been wreaking havoc. Equally important, by 2008 the 
Sunnis and Shiites found it increasingly difficult to kill each other 
because ethnic cleansing had divided the groups into two areas of 
relative safety. How this will end as American troops are being 
withdrawn in 2009 remains uncertain. But in contemplating future 
Iraqi-type ventures, it’s well to remember that the reason for going 
to war in the first place—Saddam’s possession of nuclear weapons— 
proved false and that the direct and indirect costs of even a favorable 
outcome will probably exceed $1 trillion. If Saddam had been on the 
verge of attacking his neighbors on whom we depend for a major 
portion of our oil supply, and if he genuinely posed a nuclear threat, 
then perhaps the cost in lives and treasure would have been justified. 
Neither nightmare, however, turned out to be the reality. 

The real reason for the continuation of the war in Iraq is that 
once the United States committed its prestige and credibility to war, 
its leaders felt they could not squander that (or their) credibility. In 
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other words, we fight because we fought, and because Bush commit-
ted his own prestige and future reputation to the war. 

In Afghanistan, the initial success of U.S. forces in routing the 
Taliban government and its al-Qaeda allies from Kabul devolved 
into what now appears to be an open-ended, dismal insurgency. The 
Taliban and company are coming back; the United States has been 
receiving only modest help from its allies in NATO, and even more 
troubling, its allies in Kabul are proving corrupt and inept. Dem-
ocrats and Republicans alike now call for more American troops 
there, as well as more U.S. aid. They all seem to forget that no out-
side power has ever tamed Afghanistan. 

What then is to be done with this country, one that might again 
become a serious threat to the United States if U.S. troops withdraw 
and the Taliban were to return to power? The answer is that there 
is no answer that rests primarily on U.S. or NATO military force. 
It’s almost certain that neither Washington nor its allies will again 
commit massive forces to this fight. The Soviets did and were char-
acteristically ruthless there, and they still departed with their tails 
between their legs. The United States will increase its troop levels 
and wage a more expensive war inconclusively for years to come. 
At the same time, everyone who knows Afghanistan well will be 
saying that a beneficial outcome for the United States depends on 
our Afghan allies themselves. We can give them military cover and 
train them, but they have to build a legitimate and effective govern-
ment that the warlords and other Afghans will fight and die for. 
Even then, NATO forces will not be ready to counter effectively the 
Taliban’s ace in the hole, its safe haven in Pakistan. 

Iran presents equally daunting obstacles for military planners. 
The United States can utterly destroy Tehran and major economic 
assets with air strikes from stealth bombers and cruise missiles. The 
temptation to do so would be great. It would also be tempting to  
target Iranian oil fields and ports in retaliation for any terrorist at-
tacks sponsored by Tehran. Military planners, however, certainly 
wouldn’t recommend sending in sizable ground forces, almost re-
gardless of the provocation. Hundreds of thousands would be needed 
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if the mullahs and their allies were determined to fight. In other 
words, we have no real prospect of cementing an initial military vic-
tory by controlling Iranian territory. 

The United States can also conduct preemptive surgical strikes 
against Iran’s nuclear facilities, but success here is easier said than 
achieved. American intelligence is far from sure that it knows the 
exact locations of these targets and whether they can be destroyed 
by air attacks alone. And even if the targets are destroyed, they can 
be rebuilt. And while they’re being rebuilt, Iran could hit back on 
American soil with terrorists armed with chemical weapons. Al-
though military planners have questions about such U.S. air attacks, 
they have no problem making the hawks in Tehran fearful. There’s 
no downside to letting the hawks contemplate the devastating costs 
of American reprisals. We should let them—always as part of a larger 
package that includes diplomacy and economics, unaccompanied by 
the type of empty public threats voiced by the Bush administration. 
In sum, military force has several specific tasks it can perform re-
garding Iran, all potentially useful, but none decisive—that is, none 
that would compel Tehran to humble itself to U.S. demands. 

As for engaging in large-scale combat in Pakistan, that presents a 
nightmare of inconceivable proportions. No one would recommend 
it even if the government in Islamabad fell to the worst extremists 
and gained control of Pakistani nuclear weapons. Washington cer-
tainly would warn such a government of the terrible consequences 
of harming us, but would not start a war. Deterrence would have to 
be the order of the day. 

Pakistan, Iran, and such actual or potential nuclear-armed 
smaller countries are the toughest cases for the use of American 
force, whereas the next level down has invariably demonstrated con-
sistent positive results. This level covers peacemaking and peace-
keeping operations, usually involving several thousand troops, plus 
air support for the purposes of preventing genocide and ethnic 
cleansing, or for broad humanitarian purposes. The enemy here is a 
government or dominant group within the country bent on ridding 
itself of people it regards as enemies for reasons of ethnicity, reli-
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gion, or general “otherness.” In Bosnia, the road to military success 
began after a long period of providing military aid to the victimized 
groups and backing up this aid with U.S. and NATO air strikes. To 
keep the peace that was the direct result of this limited but effective 
use of force, plus the brilliant Dayton Accords, the United States has 
deployed upwards of 20,000 troops. To this day, they have taken no 
casualties, and the peace has stood. 

To quiet the situation in nearby Kosovo, which was then a prov-
ince of Serbia populated primarily by Muslim Albanians, required 
seventy-eight days of bombing of Serbia and Serb targets in Kosovo, 
plus providing aid to the Albanian insurgents. Again, U.S. and 
NATO forces achieved their main objectives of stopping the killings 
and allowing the Kosovo Albanians to move toward independence. 
In sum, these two Balkan operations can be considered successes 
primarily because military action cleared the way for peace and 
keeping all parties to the terms of the peace or cease-fire accords. 

United Nations and U.S. troops began well enough in Soma-
lia late in the George H. W. Bush administration and early in the 
Clinton administration, when their mission was simply to help feed 
starving Somalis. But later, when Clinton expanded the mission to 
quelling Somalia’s internal tribal war and to a nation-building en-
terprise, the troubles began. The peacekeepers simply didn’t have 
either the military capability or the will to absorb the casualties 
or pay the costs of getting this job done. And at the first hint of 
tragedy—when U.S. troops were ambushed and killed in the Soma-
lian capital of Mogadishu in 1993—Washington quit the operation 
entirely. 

However, U.S. and Latin American peacemakers fared better in 
Haiti. The approximately 20,000 U.S. forces that were dispatched to 
Haiti in 1994–1995 achieved our stated goals: removing a dictator; 
restoring Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the elected president; more or less 
stifling gang warfare; quelling the general anarchy; and stemming 
the flow of Haitian refugees to Miami, which had burgeoned into a 
serious problem. 

In Rwanda, the failure and the tragedy were unspeakable. But the 
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problem was not misuse of force, but rather the failure to use force. 
Washington wouldn’t send its own troops to quell the raging tribal 
genocide there and even stood in the way of others assuming this 
responsibility. Clinton apparently feared that if others got involved 
and got into trouble, the United States would be compelled to go 
to their rescue. After Somalia, he didn’t want to send in troops and 
have them become embroiled in yet another civil war. 

These are instances of what has come to be known as humanitar-
ian intervention, with the presumption being that such intervention 
doesn’t really involve vital or even important strategic U.S. inter-
ests. The rationale is that U.S. intervention would be based solely 
on the humanitarian concerns of Americans. I believe that in each 
and every one of these cases the humanitarian reasons for our inter-
vention were paramount but didn’t tell the whole story of American 
interests. 

Standing up to genocide is a critical American interest in and of 
itself because failure to do so will inevitably lead to the spread of  
violence elsewhere and to the rise of refugee issues and economic 
problems. Those spillovers do touch our economic and material in-
terests. In addition, states being torn apart in this way become failed 
or failing states, which in turn become breeding grounds for terror-
ists. And finally, and of great importance, American inaction in the 
face of such consummate evil would lead to the most profound cyni-
cism within American society itself, and nothing would undermine 
our democracy—the heart of our national security—more than 
that. The failure of the United States and other nations to act in 
Rwanda certainly made it much more difficult to deter the genocide 
in Darfur and elsewhere. To further undermine American credibil-
ity and moral standing, the leaders of the Bush administration re-
ferred to what was happening in Darfur as “genocide,” a term which 
legally obligated the United States to take action to stop it—and still 
we did nothing of consequence. 

One of the main arguments against U.S. military intervention 
in these situations is that to stop the ethnic cleansing or genocide, 
we would have to insert American armed forces over an extended 
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period of time in a civil war or in an extremely difficult, if not im-
possible, nation-building process. But that clearly has not been, and 
need not be, the case. Washington can take a variety of military ac-
tions far short of sending troops into internal, open-ended combat. 
In Bosnia, the United States should have provided arms to the Croa-
tian and Muslim victims from the outset. That alone would have 
helped establish a balance of power on the ground that very well 
might have led the Serbs to cease and desist their killing and negoti-
ate far earlier than they did. As it was, the Serbs were taking hardly 
any casualties, because of American and European denial of these 
arms to the Bosnians and the Croats. If more were needed than 
that, the United States could have provided air strikes against Serb 
units, yet another incentive for the Serbs to stop and negotiate. In 
fact, when the United States and NATO ultimately provided those 
arms and carried out those air strikes, the Serbs quickly agreed to 
negotiations and the war soon concluded. It was not a massive com-
mitment of U.S. forces to open-ended conflict, and the follow-up 
did not require massive economic aid for nation-building. 

In Rwanda, again, there was no need to pose the choice as either 
going in full-bore or staying out entirely. The Pentagon itself of-
fered the idea of sending about 5,000 U.S. troops to border regions 
in Rwanda to carve out safe havens for those being hunted. This 
could have saved huge numbers of the victims without significant 
numbers of U.S. forces ever being dragged into the civil war itself. 

I can accept that certain realist hardheads do not share my sense 
of the importance of American interests in humanitarian interven-
tion. But surely the record demonstrates that these interventions 
have been important enough to justify the use of limited American 
forces for limited periods at reasonable costs. These missions have 
been generally effective, to say nothing of the value they have added 
to America’s standing around the world. 

There’s a final category of military action that entails eliminat-
ing bad and weak dictators with a small and swift military stroke. 
The two most recent examples have been in Grenada in 1983 and 
Panama in 1989–1990. Neither of these actions was without diffi-
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culty or incident, but both essentially achieved their purposes. In 
Grenada, U.S. forces quickly and successfully rescued up to 1,000 
Americans and drove out the Cuban-leaning thugs who had taken 
over the government. In Panama, about 26,000 troops overthrew 
Manuel Noriega, an unpopular dictator in a generally pro-Ameri-
can country, in about two weeks. 

To review the record of the use of U.S. forces at various levels 
and in different types of combat over the last two decades is to see a 
complex picture. But several conclusions emerge. 

First, having overall military superiority has paid off, given the 
wide range of situations in which presidents have opted to use force 
to deter anti-American actions; it made sense to err on the side of 
more military capability rather than less, and certainly to main-
tain America’s technological edge. This record places the burden of 
proof on those who would cut the defense budget, to show that cur-
rent dangers would not be far more difficult to face without Ameri-
can military advantages. Do the skeptics really believe, for example, 
that Iran and North Korea would be more pliable if Washington 
were weaker militarily? Do they believe that the Taliban would have 
been driven from power in Afghanistan by the United Nations’ 
tooth fairy or the European Union’s devotion to international law? 
For the foreseeable future, it’s fair to say that the question will not 
be whether the maintenance of U.S. military superiority is wise, but 
rather how to use that superiority more effectively and in concert 
with other forms of power. 

Second, in those instances in which American leaders called 
on this military superiority to wage long-term and high-intensity 
combat, as in Iraq and Afghanistan, military superiority did not 
translate into stable victories. The U.S. military superiority was 
enough to dissuade enemies from fighting us directly, battalion  
to battalion, but not enough to prevail countrywide. Winning or 
losing countrywide required military superiority and good strategy, 
but also went well beyond those factors. Conquering capitals is one 
thing, and conquering countries and keeping them conquered in 
relative peace is quite another. 
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Third, the costs and consequences of the wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan and of potential future wars involving Iran and Pakistan 
are great. The outcomes are uncertain. Such wars should be under-
taken only when the United States has well-founded confidence that 
allies within those countries are worth fighting for—that is, that 
they will be relatively honest, efficient, and at least as skilled and 
motivated to fight for themselves as our troops will be in fighting for 
them. When we doubt the caliber and honesty of those we’re trying 
to save, when we believe that they are unable to inspire their own 
troops to fight with a zeal equal to that of their enemy, our strong 
presumption should be to avoid combat. Other, more modest strat-
egies—providing aid and training to friends or deterring and pun-
ishing enemies—can suffice to meet America’s bottom-line needs. 
Deterrence has worked on almost all occasions when presidents po-
sitioned it clearly and firmly. 

Fourth, America’s present military capability is sufficient to 
parry dangerous threats and to carry out a range of humanitarian 
interventions. These involve limited and restricted uses of force and 
can be fulfilled in quick-hit assignments. 

Fifth, military force alone is unable to solve any of the major 
military threats and challenges now faced by the United States. To 
manage the toughest situations will demand attention to America’s 
military power, the poised and posed sword, as well as nonmilitary 
power. Indeed, our military capability and our military prowess can 
best fulfill their promise in the twenty-first century by being ex-
ploited mainly as military power—that is, to deter, to induce nego-
tiations, and to represent credible punishment. 

If, as we’ve seen, military power in a power package often suc-
ceeds where military force alone fails, you have to wonder why 
American leaders have so readily and so often resorted to war or 
why they believe they have no choice but to use it. I ask this be-
cause of the following considerations: Most adversaries know well 
that if they seriously threaten us, odds are that we will employ our 
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arms. It’s happened so many times already. Others are also familiar 
enough with America’s formidable military capability to realize that 
if we unleash force, they will be likely to lose power. Except for Viet-
nam, that’s been the outcome time and again—in Baghdad, Kabul, 
Panama, Grenada, Haiti, Serbia, and so forth. 

Thus, if enemy leaders believed that we had the capability to 
clobber them, were likely do so, and would prevail if provoked, they 
should have concluded that the story would end with their hiding 
in spider holes like Saddam. That denouement, in turn, should have 
provided the necessary incentive for them to have capitulated, or at 
least to have compromised to our satisfaction. But they hardly ever 
did, and we wound up sending in U.S. armed forces. Why? 

The first and most obvious explanation was that they didn’t be-
lieve America would attack, whatever its past record. “They did it to 
others, but won’t do it to us,” they often seemed to reckon. In other 
words, in those instances, presidents failed to establish credible jus-
tifications and explanations. They failed to say the words and take 
the military steps to convince the enemy that the White House was 
serious. Jimmy Carter virtually removed the threat of military force 
against Iran as a means to free American hostages. By his supercau-
tious rhetoric, Bill Clinton all but took one of his own options off 
the table in Kosovo: the possibility of using ground forces. These 
presidents, in effect, gave away the power bang or the scare factor 
proffered by America’s history of frequent military interventions. 

Second, and less obvious, such credibility might have existed ini-
tially, but then presidents such as Carter and Clinton lost it. Hai-
tians certainly worried much more about American intervention in 
their internal war before the United States scampered out of Somalia 
than they did afterward. Remember the Haitian mob that gathered 
on the dock in Port-au-Prince, shouting “Mogadishu” (the Soma-
lian capital where U.S. troops were ambushed and had retreated) as 
they sneered at U.S. destroyers approaching their shores. Ronald 
Reagan, who had taken great pains to stoke his credibility for being 
capable of taking tough actions, sullied his war mask when he re-
moved American troops from Lebanon after having called their de-
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ployment “vital.” And beyond doubt, George W. Bush shredded his 
credibility with the Iranians, the North Koreans, and others by get-
ting bogged down in two inconclusive and increasingly unpopular 
wars, and by repeatedly threatening not to tolerate this or that move 
toward nuclear capabilities—only to do nothing. The surest way to 
squander credibility is not to do what you threaten to do. 

Finally, the least obvious conclusion is that our threatened ene-
mies might well have begun by taking U.S. threats seriously, but saw 
no reasonable way both to meet American demands and to remain 
in power. In other words, if the adversary believed the choice ad-
vanced by Washington was “Get out of town or we’ll drive you out,” 
he calculated again and again to risk staying and see if he could 
absorb the military blows and survive. The best example of this 
was Saddam’s decision to secretly rid himself of WMDs in order to 
avoid an American attack, in the apparent hope that the Americans 
would gradually discover that he had done so and would therefore 
not attack. But he also apparently believed that he could not openly 
acknowledge his nuclear nakedness and still retain any chance of 
staying in power. From Saddam’s perspective, Bush’s approach was 
all sticks and no carrots, which gave him little choice but to hold 
on and see what would happen. If Bush had offered a reprieve to 
Saddam and a gradual lifting of the economic sanctions, Saddam 
might well have unmasked his empty WMD storehouse and per-
mitted the necessary inspections to verify it. It’s possible and even 
likely that had Bush combined threats of military force with positive 
diplomatic and economic power, two things would have occurred: 
Saddam would have publicly confessed the emptiness of his WMD 
threats; and Bush could have claimed victory without war. The price 
tag would have been Saddam’s keeping power. The benefit would 
have been Iraq’s remaining as a counterweight to Iran. 

That’s what a power package—military power with economic and 
diplomatic power—can accomplish. Just such a package was certainly 
instrumental in persuading Muammar Qaddafi to abjure terror-
ism and his pursuit of WMDs, and persuading Kim Jong Il to take 
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tentative steps toward denuclearizing as well. In both cases, it was 
essential to put aside political hyperbole and recognize that neither 
country would back down simply when confronted with American 
military power. Threats of force alone don’t move dictators. But when 
the threat of force is combined with an expressed or implied will-
ingness to live with the dictators, even to recognize them diplomati-
cally, and to provide economic benefits or make economic opportuni-
ties available, the negotiations begin to make progress. Washington 
was finally giving these regimes a way of complying with its major 
demands—namely, that they dismantle their nuclear programs and 
stop supporting terrorism—without also insisting on their political 
or bodily demise. In fact, in the Libyan case, the Libyans themselves 
took the initiative in presenting such a package to the British and the 
Americans. 

So far, the Libyans appear to be living up to their part of the  
bargain, but it is more difficult to predict North Korea’s next moves. 
Qaddafi may well have been worried about his grip on power, al-
though apparently he had a sufficient hold on it to give him the con-
fidence to negotiate and make significant compromises. The North 
Koreans, isolated from the world, seemed terrified that showing any 
weakness and giving foreigners any foothold in their country would 
eventually destabilize their regime. This probably helps explain the 
on-again, off-again nature of any agreement with this regime. 

As this recent military history shows, Washington often scanted 
military power and resorted to war because its threats lacked cred-
ibility; the United States waved only the military stick and failed to 
add political and economic carrots and sticks to the power package; 
or our leaders were artless in employing military power to avoid the 
dread and costs of war. 

Afghanistan is the most pressing place to examine the possible 
benefits of the power package, including military power. Washington 
has nearly reached a consensus that the situation there requires more 
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troops, both American and NATO; more economic aid; and much more 
political reform. In all likelihood, this will be tried for several years, 
perhaps as long as a decade, with, at best, an uncertain outcome. 

The power package strategy won’t receive much of a hearing, 
even though it offers a chance to meet the most basic U.S. secu-
rity concerns without greater commitments. Politically, this would 
entail offering a decentralizing power-sharing arrangement to the 
Taliban, whereby they would control the southern provinces in 
return for an end to their harboring of al-Qaeda there. Militarily, it 
would focus our military power and other instruments on deterring 
the Taliban from once again becoming a base for terrorist opera-
tions and, should they relapse, on punishing them with devastating 
air strikes. We can also make life difficult for them by providing 
military aid and intelligence to the warlords who oppose them do-
mestically. Economic carrots can be added to this package as well, 
over time and as reward for their complying with demands. 

There will be those who say that the Taliban can neither be po-
litically cajoled in this manner nor militarily deterred. Maybe so, 
but I still believe that it’s worth exploring. The attempt doesn’t look 
so bad when silhouetted against the present inconclusive and costly 
course. 

The same power package has decent prospects with Iran as 
well. The mullahs and clerics in power in Tehran have their own 
historical reasons to guard against American influence. Although 
Americans today barely remember Eisenhower’s overthrowing a le-
gitimate government in Tehran and America’s long embrace of the 
shah, these remain daggers in Iranians’ memory. That said, some 
segments of Iranian society are very concerned about conditions in 
their country and have reached out to the United States with a com-
prehensive proposal for negotiations similar to the ones Qaddafi 
put forward more than a decade ago. This unsigned and unofficial 
memo, passed to Washington through the Swiss in 2003, offered to 
meet American security concerns, including some compromise on 
Iranian uranium enrichment programs, in return for American eco-
nomic and security help. To this could be added cooperation against 
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the Taliban, as occurred at the beginning of the Afghan war, as well 
as a role for both countries in the future of Iraq. 

In time, this approach can reap rewards with Iran. The Iranian 
population is undoubtedly more pro-American than any other 
people in the region and better prepared for democratic govern-
ment. But whether any Iranian government would give up its right 
to have a uranium enrichment program is highly dubious. 

There are various compromises that can accommodate essential 
interests here, and once an overall package of carrots and sticks is 
on the negotiating table, there will be progress. Again, the point 
is clear: vast U.S. strike capability in the area surely checks Iran  
to some degree, but alone, it has not solved and will not solve the 
Iranian nuclear problem or other American concerns. The power 
package has a reasonable chance of success and is worth trying. 

Pakistan is perhaps the biggest security threat. To begin with, it’s 
virtually inconceivable that the United States would be able to defeat 
and neutralize the Taliban in Afghanistan as long as they have a safe 
haven in Pakistan. Yet the Pakistanis won’t deal with that problem 
themselves and have openly and strongly criticized American mili-
tary forays into their territory. The government in Islamabad just 
does not want to take on the powerful tribes in these northwestern 
provinces, regardless of U.S. aid to Pakistan and whatever the conse-
quences for America’s position in Afghanistan. If President Obama 
persists in these cross-border operations, they could lead to a breach 
in relations with Washington. 

No U.S. president is likely to warn Pakistani leaders to either deal 
with the Taliban, or let the United States deal with the Taliban, or, 
failing both, forget about our billion-dollar U.S. economic aid pro-
gram. Bush restrained himself in this regard because he believed the 
United States could not afford to carry out such a threat. It might 
jeopardize the survival of the moderate government in Islamabad 
and open the door to an extremist one. 

This is precisely the kind of dilemma presidents have faced for 
decades. On the one hand, we absolutely need a friendly regional 
government to cooperate with us or we run a high risk of failure. 
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On the other hand, if we push that friendly government too hard to 
help us the way we want, a far less friendly government could take 
its place. 

No military force and no clever power package can provide the an-
swers here; only policy can. The only way to fix a problem where we 
are damned if we do and damned if we don’t is to escape the dilemma 
itself and get out of the situation. To me, the choice comes down to 
this: Either go full-bore in Afghanistan and press Pakistan for es-
sential help against the Taliban, or deter the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and focus on helping Pakistan move toward more political and eco-
nomic stability. To me, the former is a high risk with a low prospect 
of success, and the latter is much less risky with a decent prospect of 
success. One point is certain to me: We cannot let the stay-the-course 
crowd make the United States stay every one of the present courses 
plus Iran plus pushing back on Russia. All that is way beyond Ameri-
ca’s military might and military power—and its vital interests. 

Military power, like military force, is coercive, but it doesn’t 
require physical destruction. Its aim is to change thinking and behav-
ior by putting at risk what adversaries value most. Military capabil-
ity—our vast arsenal of weaponry and our standing armed forces— 
contributes to military power. Others see it and imagine what it can 
do to them. Military force successfully employed in terms of costs 
and results also adds to military power. It has demonstrated prowess. 
But military power itself is essentially psychological—compelling 
others to ponder and worry about how you will act, and to assess the 
costs and benefits of meeting your demands in order to avoid your 
use of force. Its purpose is to cause your adversary sleepless nights, 
but without further stiffening his will or further uniting his country 
against you, or provoking him into war. As we saw with Saddam, if 
your adversary thinks your aim is his total capitulation, the chances 
are he’d rather fight than switch. 

Most American leaders have not mastered this art. Nor did they 
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work on the fundamentals that would give military power the chance 
to flower. 

First, the best offense in today’s world requires a strong defense. 
This means Washington must become far more serious than it is  
today about homeland defenses. To be credible in terms of throwing 
a punch nowadays, the United States must be able to take a punch 
from terrorists and even possibly from weapons of mass destruction. 
For today’s adversaries to believe that America genuinely intends 
to punish them, they also have to believe Americans can quickly 
recover from the counterblow. Nothing can contribute more to the 
credibility of our military power. 

America’s homeland security needs improvement urgently. It took 
New York City, the Pentagon, and the country as a whole months 
to return to normal after 9/11. Right now, recovery from a large-
scale conventional or WMD attack against major cities, trains, and 
ports would take much longer, most likely years. Homeland security 
is now being treated in Congress as the equivalent of pork barrel 
highway projects. 

What’s more, even if the chances of future attacks are estimated 
to be low, no money spent on homeland security programs will  
be wasted. These are infrastructure programs—ports, hospitals, 
bridges, communications equipment for police and firefighters— 
and they will return enormous economic value and societal benefits. 
Such improvements always more than pay for themselves in their 
multiplier effects on the overall economy. Of preeminent impor-
tance to bear in mind is that the American economy is the basis of 
American national security power. It is from this that we can afford 
our military capability. In any event, Americans need and deserve 
real protection and the capacity to recover from attacks. 

Second, the United States needs to establish a credible internal 
process for reviewing and deciding on war—or run the risk that 
foreign leaders will convince themselves that the president can’t or 
won’t pull the trigger. Some restoration of the formal congressional 
process of declaring war, for all the controversy that it entails, is 
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probably the best way both to avoid ill-conceived wars and to prove 
that the country is behind presidential threats and won’t desert a 
president when things go awry. Hawks decry placing limits on the 
presidential war power, yet they offer nothing to deal with the prob-
lem of the waning of will to wage war at home when wars seem 
endless. If hawks really believe that lack of will at home is the root 
of all America’s military weakness, there’s no more reliable means 
to assert the necessary will than with a congressional declaration of 
war. 

A modernized version of the process would be needed. Congress 
and the president would also have to devise guidelines to deal with 
difficult exceptions, such as when the president absolutely must act 
quickly. 

This formal process can enhance military power. It would reduce 
the chances of badly conceived wars, as would any open, disci-
plined, and solemn process. It would also be a powerful deterrent, 
as malefactors would have to gaze upon this gathering of national 
resolve. It would further reinforce perceptions about America’s 
will to stay the course. Even though Americans usually do, others 
don’t think we will. Finally, the declaration process slows down the 
rush to war and gives more time for military power and diplomacy 
to kick in. 

A third way for presidents to enhance military power is to stop 
issuing constant threats they either can’t or don’t intend to honor. 
George W. Bush threatened Iran and North Korea endlessly, yet he 
took no military action against either. 

Power also dwindles when weak, pro forma military actions are 
taken. Clinton slammed a few Baghdad buildings with missiles, and 
everyone concluded that this was all he intended to do. Vague threats 
sound like vague threats. Sometimes, threats ring hollow without 
the backing of a particular ally, as when North Korea failed to buy 
Bush’s threats, knowing that South Korea was not on board. And 
as with most exercises of military power, threats must be framed to 
allow the target both to comply and to save face. 

American leaders could also do well with a dose of creativity re-
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garding military power, i.e., being more imaginative in taking good 
advantage of the array of military options short of force. Take, for 
example, China’s shooting down one of its own satellites in 2007. 
Washington didn’t like this one bit, but what more effective means 
of demonstrating that Beijing had the capability to neutralize Amer-
ica’s unique war-fighting advantages in information and command 
and control? 

And none can forget Jimmy Carter’s missed opportunity to ex-
ercise strategic power at the outset of the hostage crisis in 1979. 
He eschewed the use of force entirely, except for his one strange, 
lame rescue effort near the middle of the crisis. Instead, he could 
have given an ultimatum: either release the prisoners or the United 
States will bomb Iranian oil and port facilities one by one, day after 
day. Most countries would have stood with Carter because the new 
Iranian government had committed the unpardonable sin of grab-
bing hostages from legally untouchable diplomatic soil. 

A major opportunity for creative military power received little 
attention in the second war against Saddam. The idea was to sepa-
rate southern Iraq from Saddam and his Baghdad power base, in 
the same manner that Washington had divorced and protected the 
Kurds in northern Iraq from Saddam a decade earlier. After the First 
Gulf War, Washington gave air cover to the Kurds in the north, 
who effectively established their own quasi-autonomous region. In 
2003, the same could have been done with the Shiites in the south, 
who were violently opposed to central Sunni rule, just as the Kurds 
had been. It would have taken perhaps up to 25,000 U.S. troops plus 
air power to keep Saddam’s troops at bay. In addition and critically, 
the Kurds and Shiites together would have controlled almost all the 
oil, the sole source of Iraq’s wealth, and thus could have brought 
Saddam to his knees economically, and perhaps have ignited a coup 
against him as well. This could have spared Americans and Iraqis a 
war lasting six years and counting. 

All these complicated calculations can be boiled down to a few 
rules. 
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RULES ON MILITARY POWER AND MILITARY FORCE 

Rule 1: Buy the biggest and most potent military capability you 
can afford, both for the message this will convey to friends and 
adversaries alike and for the options it will provide to address the 
uncertainties you will face. 

Your military does not like to make tough choices on what to 
buy and will always want a lot of everything, particularly the good 
old ships, tanks, and aircraft. You’ll want to have U.S. capability 
that zeroes in on the kind of situations and wars you deem most 
vital. You won’t be able to buy everything, but don’t give in on the 
need to maintain overall military superiority. 

Rule 2: Before you smash anyone with military force, take your 
time, and then even more time, to be as convinced as possible that 
the threat warrants force, that there is no alternative path to ex-
plore beforehand, and that you can handle the inevitable traps and 
hurdles at a reasonable cost. Tell those who demand instant action 
to go to hell. 

In addition, be sure the parties you seek to save are worth it: i.e., 
that their own people will fight and die for their cause. If you don’t 
have confidence that they will, put the blame on them and don’t 
get involved. Take the measure of whether your allies will join you 
with significant support. If they won’t, you might wonder who’s 
being stupid—they or you. And finally, look hard at whether there 
are reasonable compromises you can make to live with our coun-
try’s enemies. Keep in mind that we’re now cohabiting on decent 
terms with Vietnam, Libya, China, and Russia, to name only a few. 

Rule 3: If you decide to wage war, give our military all the 
military punch they can justify, but be sure to grill them on their 
strategy for fighting. Of equal importance, don’t let your senior 
aides leave the building until they’ve put key political and eco-
nomic policies in order and coordinated them with those of the 
military planners. 
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If you’re going to send Americans off to kill and be killed, 
promise your mother that you will personally toil over the strategy, 
and not delegate this enterprise—even to Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, 
Bismarck, or Kissinger. This will be your war. 

Rule 4: Military power—tied to economic and diplomatic 
power—is the best means of getting the most bang out of your 
military buck without war. 

Think about how best to use your superior military capability 
and demonstrated military prowess for purposes of wielding mili-
tary power. And never think of military power in isolation; always 
think of it as locked in a power package that includes economic, 
diplomatic, and political instruments as well. 

These are your most promising instruments of coercion and 
pressure, and you must move them all into play on vital issues. 
While the prospect of American forces bearing down on a detested 
enemy can be truly bracing, never forget that military threats by 
themselves rarely work. Economic punishments and rewards help 
as well. And face-saving exit strategies for the enemy’s leaders are 
usually also necessary so that they can both meet your bottom-line 
demands and retain power. 

For better or for worse, that’s the complex kind of deal military 
power and the power package can deliver. It’s almost always worth 
trying this package before making war—unless you’re confronting 
a Hitler. 

The ancient Chinese called this power package of threatened 
punishments and proffered rewards the “golden bridge.” Ameri-
cans—raised on a history of wars of annihilation and unconditional 
surrenders—shun golden bridges as gateways to hell. But so are 
wars that don’t have to be fought. 



C H A P T E R  9  

Economic Power 

You have to think of economic power as the tide and military power 
as the storm. Economic power doesn’t provide quick fixes; it is rather 
a steady, relentless force that eventually works its way and produces 
fundamental changes. 

The response of both America and NATO to the Rus-
sian invasion of Georgia in 2008 was tepid and fearful. 
A tough rejoinder, they reckoned, might trigger further 

assertions of Russia’s military superiority on its borders and Rus-
sia’s strength as Europe’s main supplier of energy. But Moscow had 
an economic jolt coming, one that it did not expect at all, and that 
Western leaders themselves had not foreseen: Private investors from 
around the world began withdrawing funds from the Russian stock 
exchange, leading at one point in September to a reported 40 per-
cent decline in value from its highs earlier in the year, and a sharp 
drop in the value of the ruble. Investors in Russia clearly had second 
and third thoughts—not necessarily because of any philosophical 
opposition to Russian action in Georgia, but because they now saw 
Russia as more capriciously governed and a riskier investment. 

The market, not governments, had imposed its own sanction on 
the recently re-empowered Russia. Private investors had compelled 
Kremlin leaders to think about the adverse economic consequences 
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of further aggression. And for all its new oil and gas wealth, Russia 
badly needed foreign investment for modernization. But now, the 
Kremlin had created uncertainty about whether the government 
was dependable; the Kremlin had made Russia a poor risk for credit 
and investment. Perhaps, private investors, acting in their own eco-
nomic self-interests, and not controlled by their governments, had 
inadvertently found the power key that had eluded their own politi-
cal leaders—a way to deter future Russian aggression, or at least, to 
make Moscow recalculate the costs of exercising its new power. 

This stunning and surprising event calls to mind the new mantra 
of international specialists in the twenty-first century: that economic 
power now occupies center stage in world affairs. The mantra is ac-
curate. It is even chanted in the United States, where it is, alas, far 
more preached than practiced. The linking of trade, investments,  
and resources to foreign policy and military affairs has been second 
nature to most nations for centuries. But this has not been the case 
in America, where principle and politics unite to “protect” econom-
ics and business from government intrusion (except when needed), 
where the departments of State and Treasury still avoid collaborat-
ing on policy, and where intellectual apartheid separates economics 
and politics departments at universities. 

Two contrasting experiences in my own life have made me par-
ticularly aware of this unfortunate division in American thinking. 
The first was a positive experience when I was a graduate student 
at Harvard, observing many of our nation’s best minds actually  
creating the new field of national security and arms control in the 
late 1950s. The second, a negative experience, began in the 1990s, 
when I assumed the presidency of the Council on Foreign Relations 
and tried, unsuccessfully, to develop a program combining foreign 
policy and economics. 

It was evident in the early days of the Cold War and the nuclear 
era that traditional thinking on foreign policy couldn’t accommo-
date many of the new international challenges of that era. To address 
them, groups formed at the RAND Corporation in Santa Monica 
and among professors at Harvard and MIT in Cambridge. They in-
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cluded foreign policy specialists such as Henry Kissinger and Albert 
Wohlstetter, economists of the order of Thomas Schelling, chemists 
with an interest in international affairs such as Paul Doty, and physi-
cists like Herman Kahn, as well as law professors, lawyers, histori-
ans, and others. They held seminars, published books and articles, 
founded new journals, worked with graduate students like me, testi-
fied before Congress, and urged the creation of the Arms Control 
and Disarmament Agency and related bureaus throughout the gov-
ernment. They served in government, returning to private life to 
publish even more. From this stunning, multidiscipline intellectual 
festival emerged the new and critically important field of national 
security and arms control. 

I tried to replicate this intellectually stimulating experience 
when I was president of the Council on Foreign Relations. Just as 
most specialists in the 1950s had recognized the need for the new 
discipline of arms control and national security to combine military 
and foreign policy, so they now—in theory at least—called for a 
blending of the study of foreign and economic policies. I raised the 
millions of dollars necessary to fund such a program, mainly from 
the New York business and financial communities. I contacted the 
relevant departments and graduate schools at Columbia and Har-
vard Universities, and pushed and pushed—with little response. I 
was able to give away only two scholarships for future economists to 
study foreign policy and for future foreign policy experts to study 
economics. Academic walls, inspired by professorial theorists who 
rule their fiefdoms, had risen far higher than they were in my gradu-
ate school days. All the while, the Clinton and Bush administrations 
would not make great headway in meshing the gears of government 
in these two fields. 

We still have no academic field comparable to the political econ-
omy courses in Europe. And, as a country, we still don’t have much 
of a foreign economic policy to exploit our formidable economic 
power. One of America’s best potential sources of international in-
fluence is underutilized, and given the subtleties of how economic 
power works, this problem won’t be easy to fix. 
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. . . .  

While a revelation to some American foreign policy experts, 
international economics is not a recent invention. Trade and wealth 
have always both inspired the flag and followed it. Precious metals, 
exchanges of goods, bribes, and the quest for riches always preoc-
cupied tribes and nations. But it is different today. For the first time 
in history, economics has become the principal coin of the realm, 
displacing military and diplomatic power. Few would dispute its as-
cendancy, but it happened relatively quickly in historical terms, and 
the new role of economics and its banquet of meanings and uses are 
still being digested. 

China, so recently considered primitive and backward, is now 
among America’s major trading partners, despite the two countries’ 
underlying rivalry. As of December 2007, China sat on $1.53 trillion 
in foreign exchange reserves. Now, Russia, only a decade and a half 
after utter military and economic collapse, is, once again, a major 
diplomatic player by virtue of oil and gas exports. Western Euro-
pean states have drastically downsized their armed forces and now 
keep their hands on world tillers mainly by employing the market 
attractions of the European Union (EU). In 2008, daily financial 
transactions amounted to more than $3 trillion—compared with 
billions in past decades—mostly beyond the intrusive hands and 
understanding of governments. At the outset of this economic blos-
soming, President Clinton gazed upon it, pronounced it a new era, 
and believed it promised the end of all wars and world poverty and 
thus the advance of democracy. 

Only now are American leaders beginning to see that most eco-
nomic instruments don’t lend themselves to the traditional day-
to-day exercises of power—to squeezing, pressuring, or coercing  
others. Trade, aid, investments, bribes, and sanctions work more 
slowly than does military power. Indeed, these economic measures 
and activities usually don’t have any short-term political impact at 
all, except possibly in the case of bribes. The promised rewards and 
punishments take time to seep in and grip the lives of others. 
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Also of critical importance, governments generally have far less 
control over the wide range of economic instruments than they do 
over military power. The economic activities that carry the greatest 
weight, such as trade and investment, rest more in private and cor-
porate hands than in the clutches of governments. By contrast, the 
state has virtually total control of military force. 

For these reasons, it is better to think of economic power as the 
tide, a force of gravity that inexorably pulls things to and fro and 
reshapes shorelines in the process. It is thus better suited for long-
term strategic positioning than for quick tactical gains. The creation 
of wealth is an activity in which all countries want to participate.  
In the era of globalization, it is one of America’s major attractions. 
American leaders often mistakenly try to treat economic power as 
if it were military power—as just another instrument of pressure.  
This demonstrates that the United States—unlike China and many 
other states—still lacks a good handle on economic power. 

Economics has not been a part of the comfort zone of traditional 
power masters. To be sure, sages like Thucydides understood well 
the power of gold, especially to sustain armies. But you need a mi-
croscope to spy other than passing references to economic matters in 
writings by legendary figures of foreign policy such as Machiavelli, 
Otto von Bismarck, and Henry Kissinger. They appreciated that 
great states required wealth and economic growth. But to them, real 
statesmen didn’t do economics. To them and to the kings who forged 
empires, riches were essentially a means to military might, and mili-
tary might was the road to international power and security—and 
as a bonus, to even more gold. To them, foreign policy was strategy, 
and strategy swirled around military power and diplomacy. 

Today economic power is the principal path to international 
power, the entry ticket to the international power elite. Military 
storms in the twenty-first century are generally deemed to be exces-
sively costly and riskier than ever, given international norms, do-
mestic needs, and uncertain results. Economic power goes to the 
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heart of what now counts most to most countries—the economic  
welfare of their governments and their citizens—and it’s infinitely 
less expensive than war. And while economic power works more 
slowly than military power, the changes wrought by economics are 
surer and more lasting. If used strategically and with patience, it 
could be the most cost-effective means of persuading other govern-
ments to do what they don’t want to do—and of persuading them 
without war. 

Economic history did not really begin to reach the West until 
the Renaissance. Before the Renaissance and before the later in-
dustrial revolution, the Chinese and Indian economies were much 
stronger than those in Europe. China and India led in science and 
new technologies like movable sails and gunpowder, and in trad-
ing skills. Europe resembled a horde of barbaric tribes. Only after 
1500 did Europe transform itself into a garden of nation-states and 
really launch the new era of nation-states and empires. More so 
than Asians, the Europeans had organizational skills and practical 
know-how, which they converted into superior military might and, 
in time, economic growth. 

Superior wealth was indeed a prize and, indeed, to many, the 
prize. This was recognized especially by the mercantilists of six-
teenth-, seventeenth-, and eighteenth-century Europe, who glori-
fied the pursuit of wealth through control of foreign resources and 
trade surpluses. Arms would control resources and impose rules of 
trade, which would create wealth, which would lead to even greater 
military might, and so on. Mercantilists were, in effect, economic 
nationalists. The Ottoman, Spanish, Portuguese, and British em-
pires, among others, followed similar patterns. 

From roughly the 1800s until the guns of August 1914 came a 
period that has been called the “first era of globalization”—a period 
during which the major powers of Europe reached new heights of 
mutual trade and investment within Europe and beyond, attaining 
proportions marveled at even today. Perhaps some sensed the forces 
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of conflict lurking just beneath the surface, but this did not prevent 
a temporary quieting of national rivalries and a rush toward mutual 
dependence—for that brief period. 

The emerging economic interdependence seemed so great as 
to inspire some to predict the end of war itself. War, they argued, 
had become too expensive, unaffordable. Socialist parties and labor 
unions even went so far as to publicly forswear raising arms against 
their fellow laborers in other countries. Of course, these dreams of 
wealth and perpetual peace faded into the cannon roars of 1914. 

The war’s end returned the spotlight to economics, but in a puni-
tive way. The victors imposed harsh reparations on Germany. They 
also tried to weaken the new communist Soviet Union by restricting 
trade. In 1939, Washington resorted to this instrument—cutbacks 
in vital raw materials—to show its displeasure at Tokyo’s invasion 
of China. The reparations only embittered the Germans, and the 
sanctions against Tokyo only infuriated the Japanese. 

America’s wondrous manufacturing performance during World 
War II, and the fact that the United States was the only victor 
standing with a strong economy at the war’s end, gave Washington 
enormous power. The Truman administration used this standing to 
fashion a foreign policy that, for the first and only time in Ameri-
can history, featured economics. With this policy, the United States 
would lead the world to establish a series of new multilateral institu-
tions such as the World Bank, the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade, the United Nations, and of course the Marshall Plan. 
Truman rejected the policy of reconstituting the American armed 
forces he had so recently dismantled and also rejected making use of 
his temporary monopoly of atomic weapons. 

Truman’s international economic institutions remain today, but 
by the 1960s, military power had overwhelmed national security 
policy. The blessings of commerce and its profits were subordinated 
to security concerns. The military budget started to climb. Wash-
ington even granted generous aid to countries for the privilege of 
defending them against communism. For good measure, Washing-
ton tried to squeeze the Soviets and the Chinese by restricting the 



Economic Power   195 

world’s economic transactions with them. For its part, Moscow at-
tempted to placate its poor and unhappy Eastern European satellites 
by subsidizing oil sales to them. 

Decades later, economics reentered the big strategic picture under 
President Ronald Reagan. He and his supporters made their own 
conceptual breakthrough in economic and security policy, which 
they insisted was instrumental in winning the Cold War. Their plan 
was to ratchet up military spending, especially on a high-tech, high-
cost missile defense known as Star Wars, and drive the Soviets into 
economic bankruptcy. The theory was that despite their flagging 
economy, the Soviets would feel compelled to match U.S. expen-
ditures. In fact, Moscow held steady on its military spending and 
didn’t bankrupt itself seeking to match America’s Star Wars efforts. 
It couldn’t and it didn’t. At most, the U.S. spending push served 
mainly to increase the Soviets’ sense that they were hopelessly fall-
ing behind America. 

With the Soviet Union stagnating, then crumbling, and the 
United States moving even farther ahead, fears of war began to 
subside and business interests began to gain over security concerns. 
Washington paid greater attention to competitive economic needs, 
and to the specific need for the government to help American busi-
ness as other governments did. In 1989, a major policy shift was 
signaled in a cable from Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagle-
burger to all U.S. embassies. It announced that henceforth these  
embassies would bear a primary responsibility “to develop programs 
to promote trade, solicit views of resident American business and 
other private sector people on trade policies and problems, and help 
meet the challenge of foreign competition. . . . America’s economic 
health is the country’s number one national security interest.” 

With the end of the Cold War, with Russia’s fall and America’s 
ascendance as the world’s only superpower, came the second big 
bang in international relations—the era of globalization. Like the 
first big bang prior to World War I, it was attended by new outsize 
dreams of economic power replacing arms as the principal currency 
of international affairs. 
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Down came the majority of communist and free-world barriers 
to the movement of money, goods, and technology, all expedited  
by revolutions in transportation and communications. Up soared 
demands for more spending within states on welfare and health, and 
this demand for spending reduced calls for more military weaponry. 
No state seemed to be threatening another’s vital interests, and no 
major-power wars loomed on the horizon. Worried far less about 
security, leaders were freed to refocus their resources on economic 
rather than military priorities, and to spend much more of their 
time on their economies. All this, in turn, fed into an expanding 
international economy, already gathering momentum. 

In most of the world, Adam Smith and David Ricardo had sup-
planted Machiavelli and Clausewitz. 

In key states throughout the globe, economic interests came 
to define security, and economic power became the heart of foreign 
policy. 

Not surprisingly, Russia’s overriding goal was to reestablish its 
power on and near its borders. With current Russian armed forces 
a mere fraction of what they had been in their Soviet glory days, oil 
and gas exports emerged as Russia’s new strategic weapon of choice. 
Russian leaders are now in a position to threaten oil and gas cutoffs 
or price increases, and to invest the country’s enormous oil and gas 
revenues (which account for about 60 percent of its annual exports, 
or $365 billion in 2007) in Europe and elsewhere, although their rev-
enues of course declined in the middle of 2008 with falling energy 
prices. The size of its economy jumped from about $200 billion in 
1999 to about $1.7 trillion in 2008. 

To convert these profits into international power, Russia’s rulers 
first had to regain government control over their country’s previ-
ously privately held oil and gas companies. They did so with predict-
able ruthlessness. Thus Moscow’s rulers reclaimed internal control 
over these resources in order to utilize economic rewards and pun-



Economic Power   197 

ishments abroad, much as they once employed the threat of use of 
force. They moved swiftly to make their points with neighbors such 
as Ukraine and Georgia, nations that Moscow felt had moved too 
close to Washington. 

Russia has another energy stranglehold on its neighbors. By re-
ducing pipeline access through their territories, it can cut the atten-
dant pipeline fees, which are substantial. And if a neighbor proves 
particularly nettlesome, the Russians are not above stirring up pro-
Moscow independence movements within the neighbor’s borders, as 
they did in Georgia in 2008. They have also moved to blunt Euro-
pean counterpressures by buying up downstream energy businesses, 
from refineries to delivery trucks, throughout the continent. Eu-
ropeans resist, but Russia’s money is good and its acquisition and 
ownership continue to expand westward. The bottom line is unmis-
takable: Moscow has bought itself a new and influential seat at most 
international negotiating tables and the clout to parry pressure from 
Washington and Europe. 

Saudi Arabia, like Russia, also bases its power on oil, and all the 
Saudi rulers and their minions have but one goal: the preservation 
of the rule and power of the House of Saud. They buy their survival 
with their oil profits, and critically, with the billions of barrels of oil 
still under their sands. They think that given the West’s dependence 
on their oil, Washington and its allies cannot afford to let the desert 
kingdom fall into hostile hands. And they’re right. 

Saudi foreign policy operates like an insurance policy. The regime 
uses the Saudis’ complete control over the nation’s oil business to 
buy off threats. If they feel the Shiites surging in Iraq, they provide 
money and arms to their fellow Sunnis there. If they see Iran sway-
ing Palestinian parties, a traditional Saudi sphere of influence, they 
call Palestinian leaders to Riyadh and pay or promise the necessary 
sums to quiet them down and reestablish Saudi leverage. Interest-
ingly, they actually promise more than they deliver, as can be seen 
in their very limited investments in Arab or other developing coun-
tries. They establish their power among these lesser countries and 
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groups mainly by allowing them to hope for future Saudi largesse. 
When they actually invest their funds, it tends to be in stable and 
proven industrialized economies, especially in the United States. 

This, in turn, gives Riyadh a double hold on Washington—as oil 
supplier and influencer of world oil prices and as a major foreign in-
vestor in the American economy. But the high-water mark of Saudi 
influence in Washington was probably reached in the 1980s, with 
the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan. The Saudis stepped up 
their oil production to drive down oil revenues to hurt Moscow, 
and they supplied money and arms directly to the Afghan rebels. 
Riyadh wants to appear to be the defender of the Muslim faith, but 
not get out front on anything. 

No one has played the economic power game more adeptly than 
China, and all in the service of perpetuating the rule of the Com-
munist Party leadership. To that end, Chinese leaders faced the 
strategic choice of buttressing their legitimacy by granting political 
freedoms or increasing the strength of their economy. They chose 
seeking greater economic benefits for ever-greater numbers of Chi-
nese. And since China’s internal market, unlike that of the United 
States, was too weak to sustain such economic growth, China chose 
exports and attracting foreign investments as the main means of 
creating jobs and of generating wealth at home. In time, its domestic 
market will expand, but for the time being, its economic strategy 
depends heavily on world trade, including good ties and robust trade 
with the United States, though the latter was obviously shaken by 
the crisis of 2008. 

China’s international economic policy has both range and so-
phistication. First, China enhances its economic power by selling its 
huge economic potential, its future more than its present, its dream 
more than its reality. This is a shrewd insight into business deci-
sions, and it has made doing business with China the hottest ticket 
in town, despite significant drawbacks: problematic commercial 
laws and courts, a weak banking sector, rampant corruption, and 
environmental disasters. News stories and business journalism often 
downplay these conditions and fail to mention that China’s economy 
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and standard of living remain well below America’s. China’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) as derived from purchasing power parity 
(PPP) is about half of America’s ($6.99 trillion versus $13.84 tril-
lion), and at present growth rates it will remain behind the United 
States for at least another decade. More tellingly, per capita income 
in China stood at $5,300 in 2007 compared with $45,000 for Ameri-
cans. Also, the United States still greatly exceeds China in techno-
logical innovation and productivity. 

Second, China’s leaders employ their economic power unthreat-
eningly and carefully. Unlike the Russians, they rarely flaunt it; they 
let it speak for itself. Beijing’s diplomats seldom demand explicit for-
eign policy quids in return for quos like aid, investment, and trade; 
they just try to drive a good economic bargain—economic value for 
economic value. China’s beneficiaries don’t have to be told what’s 
expected of them. Thus most of them shun relations with Taiwan, 
and rarely condemn China’s violations of human rights. Chinese 
leaders understand the effects of money. 

With a variety of economic instruments, China has constructed 
de facto allies, principally in Africa and Latin America, and includ-
ing rogue regimes (many of which are oil producers), a group of 
friends that can be called upon as future strategic needs require. 
Beijing has also forged multilateral economic organizations in Cen-
tral and Southeast Asia that exclude the United States and in which 
China is the top dog. No other nation has matched China’s breadth 
and depth of political-economic activity, or its unobtrusive building 
of strategic power. 

Third and most remarkably, China has made the United States 
the fulcrum of its international economic policy, even as Washing-
ton remains its principal strategic rival. Beijing has, in effect, bet 
much of its own economic future on America, and to a lesser extent, 
the reverse is true as well. China’s biggest customer is the United 
States (the United States imports $321.5 billion from China, while 
the EU, its second-largest customer, imports $245.2 billion) and the 
United States runs its largest trade deficits ever with China ($256.3 
billion yearly, with the cumulative differential at over $1 trillion 
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since 1995). Beijing has invested the bulk of its profits in U.S. securi-
ties and is eager to buy into private businesses, if and as Washington 
permits. China is now heavily dependent on U.S. financial markets 
and on the health of the dollar. The United States’ dependency on 
China for investments and cheap consumer products is also substan-
tial, but is the lesser dependency of the two. 

On the surface, at least, it appears that Beijing has locked itself 
into an inferior economic position with Washington. If relations 
were to sour, America could adjust more readily because its econ-
omy is bigger and more agile than China’s. But Chinese inferiority 
is more apparent than real. Both sides stand to lose significantly  
(market and jobs at home for the Chinese, and cheap goods and in-
vestments for the United States) from a confrontation. Thus neither 
seeks to test the economic power balance. Both also hold economic 
plums back for future tussles: the United States has established bar-
riers against Chinese ownership of American businesses, although it 
did allow the Chinese company Lenovo to purchase IBM’s personal 
computer unit; and China keeps promising to further open its mar-
kets and service sectors, and to crack down on its rampant copyright 
theft (although it has been delivering only incrementally). 

Washington is patient with Chinese foot-dragging on many 
counts, and to some degree, China repays the forbearance by being 
useful to Washington on tough foreign policy questions such as deal-
ing with the North Korean nuclear weapons program. This leaves 
both nations locked in a complicated strategic and economic em-
brace in which, while the present power balance favors the United 
States, neither can significantly push the other around. 

Japan is as intent as China on strengthening its economy through 
trade, investment, and aid, but its aim is far more economic than stra-
tegic compared with China’s. In a sense, for Tokyo a thriving econ-
omy is an end in itself, while for Beijing it’s the means by which the 
communists can retain domestic power and protect and advance Chi-
nese interests worldwide. The business of Tokyo is business. It’s not 
that business controls the Japanese government, but that the ethos 
of its government since World War II has been pro-business, and 
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specifically pro-exports and pro-investment. This was reinforced by 
the anti-defense attitudes that took root in Japanese postwar politics. 
Japan’s foreign policy has been at heart an economic policy. 

But its foreign policy has had one golden rule: stay close to Wash-
ington with financial and political support, and let the United States 
take the lead on Japan’s security problems, first counterbalancing the 
Soviet Union, and now performing the same role vis-à-vis China. As 
one example, to keep Washington happy, Japan broke major taboos 
in dispatching peacekeepers to Cambodia, and by contributing $13 
billion to defray U.S. costs for fighting the First Gulf War. Most 
recently, Tokyo has been expanding its military capability to hedge 
against both Chinese and North Korean assertiveness and because 
of its uncertainty about America’s future role in Asia. Its foreign 
policy status lags behind its economic status as the world’s third-
largest economy. 

European nations and the European Union fit somewhere in be-
tween Japan and the United States in their approach to international 
economic policy. While relations between the government and pri-
vate industry are not as close in Europe as in Japan, they are gener-
ally much closer than in the United States. And while Europeans 
make more of a pretense of having a military capability than does 
Japan, the military strength of all twenty-seven nations of the EU is 
negligible. Europeans maintain just enough military force to claim a 
place at security tables, but not nearly enough to act independently, 
except in small missions to Africa. Nations such as the United King-
dom, France, and Germany, along with the EU, exercise their power 
abroad mainly through their international economic policy and 
multilateral diplomacy. 

Europeans understood the importance of their combined size and 
took three major steps to maximize their collective strength. First, 
they expanded the union from fifteen countries to twenty-seven, 
with a total GDP of $14.38 trillion in 2007, making the EU the single 
largest economy in the world. While all twenty-seven countries do 
not always march in lockstep, they do try to present a united front to 
the world. Second, they established the euro as the common currency 
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for about half of the members. The euro now rivals the dollar as a 
world currency. And third, Europeans speak with one voice on exter-
nal trade negotiations—the voice of the EU trade commissioner— 
and they have achieved genuine influence as a result. 

Europeans have enjoyed modest success in translating their 
market behemoth into significant international diplomatic power by 
advocating multilateral approaches to global issues and by champi-
oning the approach known as conditionality. Conditionality refers 
to a linking of aid, trade, and membership to the EU itself to po-
litical ends—advancements on democracy and human rights. They 
also use the allure of EU membership to keep the peace between 
Greece and Turkey over Cyprus, rein in the Turkish drift toward 
Islamic extremism, and entice Serbian cooperation on Kosovo and 
other issues. 

Multilateralism is Europe’s mantra, and it is a highly popular 
one worldwide. It represents the only hope for most nations to par-
ticipate in major international decisions. And the EU has somehow 
maneuvered itself into being the champion of multilateralism. Thus 
the idea of multilateralism has emerged as the EU’s best power mul-
tiplier and gives it more of a voice in places like the Middle East. 

The EU, like other major economic powers—Russia, Saudi 
Arabia, Japan, and China—places economics at the center of its for-
eign strategy. Economics is its main source of leverage in the world. 
Also like them, the EU uses economic weapons mainly to advance 
its economic interests and to strengthen its overall regional or in-
ternational positions. In fact, most major states generally wield their 
economic power more for economic and strategic ends than to gain 
tactical concessions on political-military issues. 

While these major countries have mature foreign economic 
policies, the United States lags behind, and in fact it is difficult to 
unearth U.S. thinking on foreign economic policy. When I asked 
one of the most senior officials in charge of U.S. economic policy 
since the end of the Cold War how his administration thought about 
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international economic power, he got up from his seat, scratched his 
head, and responded: “You know, that’s an interesting question.” 

In the new era of globalization, Clinton put economic policy at 
the forefront of his foreign policy—although the contours of his 
foreign policy were never clear. President George W. Bush was as 
strong a free-trader as was Clinton, but his focus and interests, in-
fluenced by the 9/11 attacks, reverted almost entirely to security 
issues and American military power. 

The Bush and Clinton administrations both concentrated on 
U.S. trade and investment as the hallmarks of the new economic 
era. They started with the correct assumption that the principal 
lever of U.S. economic power was its ability to open or close the 
American domestic market to others. Entry into that market was the 
world’s prize in terms of sales and profits. The thinking behind this 
was simple and well founded in history: In return for being allowed 
to compete in the U.S. market, other states would open their own 
markets to international trade, not necessarily as rapidly or as com-
prehensively, but sufficiently to give American business a fair chance 
to export to those countries. And whereas this might result in some 
short-term setbacks, American leaders had the confidence that U.S. 
business would outproduce, outsell, and outinvest its competitors in 
the medium and long term. And for the most part, this reasoning 
held up—until recently. Against new, low-cost competitors such as 
India and China, the United States started to lose jobs, though its 
productivity growth stayed solid. Although economists argue over 
what this portends for the future, the U.S. trade deficit surpassed 
$700 billion in 2007. The formerly peerless warriors of American 
business were beginning to fail, and the American economy seemed 
to some to be less of a prize. 

Furthermore, both the Bush and the Clinton administrations 
were plagued by the fact that the two wings of the U.S. govern-
ment that managed these affairs—the Treasury Department and 
the State Department—fell into the pattern of having little to do 
with each other. 

This separation generated a profound clash of cultures—an 
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almost exclusive focus on finance and monetary issues for econo-
mists at the Treasury Department, and an equally exclusive devo-
tion to diplomacy among foreign policy experts at the State Depart-
ment. Each group of specialists essentially went its own way. And 
when the groups had to come together, they rarely shared the same 
concerns. The economists at Treasury focused on how much money 
to demand while the diplomats at State were concerned about main-
taining good state-to-state relations. In other industrial democra-
cies working arrangements were much closer between economic and 
foreign ministries, and they could help each other think through 
how best to maximize their countries’ interests and power. 

With Treasury and State, it was mostly a tug-of-war. Under Clin-
ton, Treasury dug in its heels against going after the Serb president 
Milosevic’s foreign bank accounts. Secretary of the Treasury Robert 
Rubin did not believe—as a practical and philosophical matter—that 
the United States should be invading the global banking system; he 
feared that the sanctity and security of the system would be under-
mined. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright had no trouble want-
ing to punish Milosevic or any other opponent with this measure. 
Similarly, in the George W. Bush administration, Treasury, which 
was responsible for combating the international financing of terror-
ists, moved entirely on its own and without even informing State, 
when it seized North Korean bank accounts in Macao. Whatever  
Pyongyang was doing with these accounts, its leaders valued them to 
the point of boycotting critical nuclear talks with the United States. 
Bush’s State Department later pleaded directly with Secretary of the 
Treasury Henry Paulson, who released the funds. Also under Bush, 
State and Treasury locked horns over a new aid program. State 
argued in favor of focusing economic aid on failed states as a way 
of fighting terrorism there. Treasury countered that giving aid to 
states other than those with policy competence, i.e., those that could 
make good use of it, was a waste of money. Treasury prevailed. 

For all the difficulties of meshing policy within the U.S. govern-
ment, the economy hummed along during most of the Clinton years 
and the early Bush years. Among the bright spots were an increase 
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in U.S. exports aided by the weaker dollar, as foreigners continued 
to invest in American securities and firms, and economic growth 
churned along at low but still positive levels. But the bad news was 
troubling, highlighted in 2008 by crisis-level defaults in the home 
mortgage industry and the failure or weakening of key banks and 
financial institutions, attended by a tightening of capital for invest-
ments and a squeeze on credit and consumer spending. All this came 
in addition to the continuing trade deficit, which surged to ever 
higher levels. America fell deeper and deeper into debt, becoming 
the nation with the largest absolute debt. No major power in history 
had accumulated debts anywhere near this magnitude and man-
aged to remain a major power. Debtor nations must put their fates 
in the hands of outside investors, who may withdraw their funds 
as they wish. With this staggering debt came a decline in the rela-
tive value of the U.S. dollar, though the U.S. dollar was temporarily 
strengthened by worried foreign investors during the earlier stages 
of the world financial crisis. The prestige and economic advantages 
of other nations’ using the American dollar to denominate their cur-
rency values was in jeopardy. Further, individual, private debt was 
piling up along with bankruptcies. 

There was even more bad news from Washington. The federal 
budget deficit was once again, as in the Reagan years, spiraling out 
of control. The future of that budget was further imperiled by the 
impending health and social security costs of the generation born in 
the postwar years. After years of warnings, dependence on foreign 
oil was increasing. And most ominously, human capital, America’s 
historic competitive edge, was foundering in a public education 
system that was scoring ever more poorly on math and science com-
pared with other industrialized and even nonindustrialized nations. 

In a very real sense, the United States was losing that which 
had made it both a great military and diplomatic power and a true 
world leader: its indefatigable economy, always strong, always a 
model of economic vitality. This glorious economy was now at risk. 
The world financial crisis that began in 2008 heightened that risk. 
Though other leading economies were also damaged by this crisis, 
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and though America still remained the leading economy in the 
world overall, its absolute economic strength had been sharply di-
minished. For President Obama—far more than his predecessors— 
it would become much more difficult to make tough foreign policy 
choices and to assemble carrots and sticks for the exercise of global 
power, economic and otherwise. 

The classical masters of power and warfare would be startled 
at the shifting importance of military and economic power. They 
would also be surprised to see the decline in the historic patterns 
of wars between states. In the last two decades, force has been em-
ployed principally to quell internal problems or to perform peace-
keeping functions within states. The United States, Israel, and Iraq 
(against Iran and Kuwait) have been the notable exceptions. Many 
present-day armies are sized well below historic levels, especially in 
Europe, and can operate only within or near their own borders. But 
the keen eyes of Machiavelli and Clausewitz would be quick to per-
ceive that finance and commerce now occupy a special and unprec-
edented perch in foreign policy. 

Economic power—whether to reward, punish, threaten, or in-
duce—is like military threats in that it involves pressure, but the 
similarities end there. Economic power differs from military power 
in five basic ways. 

First, even between economic competitors, there is often a sig-
nificant mutuality of economic interests, which traditionally was 
not the case between military rivals. In military confrontations, one 
side wants to intimidate or beat the other into submission. Wars are 
zero-sum games. The only shared concern might be to avoid the 
use of catastrophic weapons that could harm the victor as well as 
the vanquished. In economic struggles, each side wants to gain, and 
each can, because winning is generally defined as getting a good 
or better part of a mutual success. In most economic transactions, 
there’s something for both sides. 

Second, the mutuality in most economic relationships makes 
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it much more difficult, if not impossible, for either side to dictate 
terms—again, this situation is unlike military affairs. Economic 
power is much more about bargaining than barking orders. An eco-
nomic advantage can produce more beneficial results for the stron-
ger side, but rarely a totally one-sided result. In war, a relatively 
small superiority might be sufficient to achieve outright victory. In 
trade negotiations, by contrast, even the smallest states can bargain 
successfully. Both sides have to give and take in negotiations of eco-
nomic power. 

Third, it’s easier for governments to control military power than 
economic power. The fact is that governments in most states com-
pletely control their armed forces and are in sole charge of making 
decisions on the use of force, while they don’t have nearly the same 
degree of control over economic transactions. Whether or how to 
fight is up to officials of state. By contrast, the power to make most 
economic decisions is shared among government, private business, 
and individuals. In most countries, private citizens make most of the 
decisions on whether to trade and invest, with government officials 
playing a lesser role—and sometimes none at all. 

Fourth, economic power takes longer to work than military 
power. Military power can destroy a regime with relative speed, 
but changing the course of its foreign or domestic policies through 
economic incentives or sanctions can take months or years. The re-
sults of economic give-and-take can be uncertain for many years. 
For example, comparative gains from trade agreements—such 
as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) among 
the United States, Canada, and Mexico—take longer to become 
evident. 

Fifth, if it is difficult to judge economic pluses and minuses in a 
strictly economic transaction, it’s far more so to evaluate the trade-
offs between economic concessions on the one hand, and security 
and political concessions on the other. For example, it is not obvious 
whether Bush made a good deal or a bad one in agreeing to exclude 
India’s military-run nuclear plants from international inspection in 
return for New Delhi’s saying it might buy American nuclear re-
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actors. How does one measure the relative value of giving China 
special trading status in return for Beijing’s pledges of improving 
its performance on human rights? No one has really mastered the 
puzzle of trading these economic apples for those strategic and po-
litical oranges, or, for that matter, of calibrating how much to expect 
from economic power in general. 

Nothing equals a strong economy for economic and other 
forms of power. It is the magnet for, and principal component of, 
economic power and the basis of military capability. It is the closest 
power ever comes to being attractive rather than coercive. A strong 
economy doesn’t fear concessions, which can benefit diplomacy as 
well. It also allows leaders to wait patiently to collect their winnings, 
again adding weight to the country’s diplomatic powers. 

However, when leaders lack patience and lack a vigorous econ-
omy, they turn to an array of lesser economic instruments. These 
come in many varieties: military aid, development aid, bribes, sanc-
tions, trade negotiations, and investments. There is a lot to choose 
from, more instruments than can be found in any other form of 
power. 

Military aid is a standard policy instrument. In fiscal year 2006, 
Washington subsidized arms sales and paid for training programs 
and mutual visits with the armed forces of about 150 countries. 
Policy experts often advocate such programs: They bind the U.S. 
government, or at least the U.S. military, directly to one of the most 
powerful groups in all small and mid-level countries. In most such 
nations, the military ultimately decides who holds power internally 
and has a major influence on foreign policy. Congress sometimes 
balks at funding these programs, for fear that they imply a U.S. 
commitment to defend the recipients. 

Overall, programs funded with military aid have been positive, 
sometimes even a big plus. Yet the track record is mixed. Close ties 
to the South Vietnamese military did not work out as desired in 
Vietnam, and it is still unclear what the outcome will be in Iraq. 
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Majorities of citizens in Latin American countries disliked Wash-
ington because of its ties with the continent’s right-wing military 
leaders. Military aid to African countries has generally been a mess. 
In Turkey, the military has been of mixed value, supporting secular 
governments and being generally pro-American, but with a spotty 
record on backing democratically elected governments. 

The power and good gained by economic aid are difficult to mea-
sure. If the aid was multilateral and funneled through international 
financial institutions like the World Bank or agencies of the UN, it 
has been particularly difficult to discern exactly what advantage ac-
crued to the United States. But all recipients knew that Washington 
made substantial contributions and could have vetoed such aid, and 
it may be that this fact at least had some effect on the recipient coun-
tries’ attitudes toward the United States. As foreign diplomats and 
leaders around the world attest, these recipient countries were care-
ful not to offend the United States and thus diminish their chances 
of receiving aid. And in many cases, if they lost out on multilateral 
aid, they also became less risk-worthy for private investments. Ev-
erything considered, there is some power in economic aid, if and 
when Washington actually gathers itself together. 

Bilateral economic aid, exclusively from the United States to 
other individual countries, is widely misunderstood. Much of this aid 
given by the United States is actually paid to American firms (such 
as American rice farmers) to export their goods and to American  
consultants, chosen both for their expertise and for their political 
loyalty. The rationale for almost all the U.S. dollar aid that actually 
reaches its foreign destinations has been principally noneconomic 
ever since the Marshall Plan. The major stated goals remain “trans-
formational,” meaning that the intention is to modify policies and 
institutions through the promotion of democracy and free markets; 
to “strengthen fragile states” (like Pakistan); to “support U.S. strate-
gic interests” in countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan; and to give 
humanitarian aid and to “mitigate global and international ills” such 
as HIV/AIDS. 

Bilateral economic aid can certainly be credited for the success 
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of both the Marshall Plan in Europe, where almost all of the aid 
was actually given to the Europeans, and, temporarily at least, the 
Alliance for Progress in Latin America. Some critics would cite the 
unhappy days for human rights and democracy in Brazil and Peru 
in the 1960s and Chile and Bolivia in the 1970s at the very times 
when U.S. aid to those countries peaked. And economic aid can’t be 
given many gold stars for positive change in countries such as South 
Korea and Taiwan, where other factors—peace, stability, strong 
government, private business competence, and trade—earned most 
of the kudos. 

None of this is to belittle the power of bilateral aid, especially hu-
manitarian aid, which engenders positive reactions toward America. 
The United States virtually always ranks as the nation providing the 
largest amount of bilateral economic aid, known as Official Devel-
opment Assistance (ODA). In 2006, U.S. ODA reached $23.5 billion 
(Iraq and Afghanistan received the lion’s share), with the United 
Kingdom second at $12.4 billion, and Japan third at $11.2 billion. 
And the jury is still out on the success of the Bush-inspired Millen-
nium Challenge Account, whereby aid is given to those nations best 
able to use it. In general, policymakers would say that this aid makes 
it more likely than not that a recipient will publicly defend U.S. poli-
cies in controversial situations. 

When bilateral economic aid, in fact, amounts to a bribe or an 
inducement for certain behavior, outcomes have been somewhat 
more favorable. Perhaps the most successful example was President 
Nixon’s offer of billions of dollars to Israel and Egypt for the Sinai 
accord, which brought about the withdrawal of Israeli troops from 
that region. President Carter cemented this accomplishment in the 
1979 peace treaty between these two countries, pledging approxi-
mately $3 billion to Israel and $2 billion to Egypt annually, sums 
that continue to this day as “budget support.” Without doubt, prom-
ises of aid in 1994 from the United States, South Korea, and Japan 
to provide North Korea with light-water power reactors, fuel, and 
general economic aid pushed Pyongyang toward reasonable com-
promises. All in all, the record of both aid and bribes is a good one, 
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especially when specific conditions and clear-cut timetables accom-
panied the bribes. 

Economic sanctions almost always cause pain, but don’t often 
succeed in compelling adversaries to yield. Washington has im-
posed sanctions over 100 times in the last 100 years, including many 
buttressed by the UN, the majority of these under U.S. pressure. 
These sanctions include generalized prohibitions on trade, invest-
ment, transfers of technology, exchanges of currency, and targeted 
restrictions such as those on bank accounts and international travel 
by specified leaders. 

Many argue that sanctions failed in Iraq and Libya, but the accu-
racy of that assessment depends upon when the judgment was made. 
It looked as if sanctions fell short in Iraq because Saddam wouldn’t 
allow UN inspectors full scope. But it was plain after the war that 
the sanctions had deeply wounded Iraq’s economy and probably con-
tributed to Saddam’s secret decision to destroy his weapons of mass 
destruction (WMDs). The Libyan leader Qaddafi also appeared to 
have avoided the punishing effects of the sanctions, in good measure 
because he continued to sell oil. But even this oil-rich adversary was 
trailing economically, experiencing political jitters, and beginning 
to worry about his future. Perhaps the sanctions worked better than 
their critics have believed. 

Economic sanctions have had very little effect on major powers 
such as the Soviet Union and communist China. Nor did these 
states, by the way, make major foreign policy concessions in return 
when the United States ultimately lifted the sanctions and permitted 
them to enter the global economy. Economic sanctions have no his-
tory of bringing down major powers or compelling them to change 
the course of their policies. In fact, even a number of small countries 
with efficient dictators such as Cuba and Burma have successfully 
resisted such economic pressure. 

But American political leaders from presidents to candidates for 
national office uniformly have shown a great fondness for economic 
sanctions. They represent a way of appearing tough without going 
to war. For this reason, sanctions have become a favorite weapon 
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in the American arsenal of power. It is this particular legislative pen 
they all grab when they can’t figure out what else to do, but know 
they must do something. 

For sanctions to have a good chance of success, four conditions 
appear to be necessary, if not always sufficient. First, the targeted 
country must be economically dependent on the sanctioning coun-
tries. Second, the sanctions must be multilateral so that alternative 
suppliers will be difficult to find. Third, the sanctioning countries 
must have the will, skill, and patience to keep the sanctions in effect 
over a long period of time. Sanctions are difficult to sustain in the 
face of inevitable cries that they hurt “the people” without harming 
the dictators, and charges that other countries are taking competi-
tive advantage. Fourth, those imposing sanctions cannot make de-
mands that they know the targeted leaders could never accept. Thus, 
if they seek to persuade a dictator like Castro or Saddam to give  
up power, sanctions will fail. If the sanctions ask leaders to give up 
something they might be able to afford, prospects are better. Thus 
South African whites decided they could better afford black political 
enfranchisement than they could endure global economic isolation. 

Some think that being a major source of a scarce resource such as 
oil and gas is the surest route to economic power. In fact, this case is 
not conclusive. Oil-rich countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Venezu-
ela, can amass vast fortunes from the sale of their valuable oil, but it 
is far from clear that they have been able to gain serious economic or 
political concessions in return. The only oil-rich nation that seems 
able to exercise economic power in the political sphere is Russia, 
which possesses military and other sources of power in addition to 
oil. 

The greatest economic power lies in trade and investment, where 
the profits are widest and biggest and the promises of gain are most 
attractive. From 1950 to 2005, global trade leaped from $400 billion 
to $24 trillion per year. Put another way, trade expanded 60-fold 
since the founding of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) in 1948. 

Policy literature abounds with advice on how to succeed in trade 
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negotiations. But far less is written about how to use trade for stra-
tegic, political, or security goals. Indeed, trade officials don’t like 
foreign and national security specialists meddling in their business. 
They believe that the health of the economy is vital in and of itself, 
and that maintenance of a liberal and open world economic system 
is so important in its own right that no other considerations should 
interfere. They argue that rather than tying trade up in strategic  
and political knots, the government should concentrate on fighting 
the real threats of protectionism and rise of exclusive regional trad-
ing blocs: that is, any measures that limit the global market forces. 
From a single and open world economy, they believe, most other  
good things will flow. 

The United States trade power rests on the size and strength 
of the American market and its strong position within the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), the governing body that oversees all 
global trade. This size and strength are a blessing and a curse. They 
are a blessing because historically the United States has been big 
and strong enough to make concessions and thrive—nonetheless 
Washington has been in the driver’s seat in terms of bargaining in 
trade matters with other countries. But they are also a curse be-
cause other countries tend to wait for Washington to offer generous 
access to the U.S. market in order to reach an agreement. To say  
“Washington decides” to grant such access is somewhat misleading. 
Rather, there is a complex domestic bargaining process involving the 
president, various congressional offices, and business associations— 
which often conflict with one another. Still, little can happen in any 
of the global trading rounds, such as the Doha round, unless and 
until Washington puts more than its share of chips on the table. 

In addition, the United States has the de facto power to block 
entry into the WTO, the body that sets and enforces global trading 
rules. Since it’s impossible for a nation to reap the full benefits of 
trade without being a member, the American power to block admis-
sion to WTO is formidable. Unlike trade talks, which tend to be 
a world unto themselves, bargaining over entry into WTO often 
spills into unrelated strategic or political questions. For example, 
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the Clinton administration extracted vague “understandings” about 
human rights from China in return for acceding to Beijing’s mem-
bership. Bush tried to extract promises from Russia—not to use 
oil to blackmail neighbors, not to backpedal on democracy, and to 
help the United States block Iran’s nuclear efforts—in exchange for 
WTO membership. Moscow did not show much interest in the deal. 
In such circumstances, most presidents opt to gather whatever polit-
ical concessions they can without pressing too hard, and move on. 

When Washington tries to extract specific political or security 
concessions in return for trade concessions, it is usually unsuccess-
ful. For example, while China successfully rebuffed U.S. attempts to 
link preferred trading status with the United States, known as most-
favored-nation (MFN) status, to human rights, securing MFN 
without such concessions, it is now delivering on economic reforms 
promised as part of the deal to allow its admission to the WTO. 
Trade power seems to work best when used in trade negotiations, 
and when it is just allowed to sit there for others to bump into and 
think about as they contend with noneconomic issues. 

Americans are the biggest investors in other countries, but the 
great bulk of this investment is in private rather than governmental 
funds. Most other countries, like Saudi Arabia and Russia, control 
key sectors of their economies and can employ investment power 
through their central banks or through new sovereign wealth 
funds—huge sums from export profits controlled wholly by gov-
ernments. Many states now have gone into the investment business 
directly with so-called sovereign wealth funds. This phenomenon 
is new and its effects are still unclear, but a great deal of money is 
involved. 

Washington’s power is limited in the investment realm. It can at-
tempt to persuade private firms such as banks to make or to avoid in-
vestments in particular countries, but the ultimate power of decision 
in most of these cases rests with private companies. Interestingly, a 
large number of American and foreign banks acceded to the Bush 
administration’s pressure to cut off or reduce banking transactions 
with Iran. The United States can also make it easier or more difficult 
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for private firms to invest abroad. It does this through its various ex-
port-support entities such as the Export-Import Bank and Overseas 
Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), which are empowered to 
grant or withhold low-interest loans and provide insurance. 

The United States’ foreign investment totals are much smaller 
than trade volumes, but they are substantial nonetheless. Official 
development assistance by the U.S. government has averaged $22.2 
billion annually for the last five years. By contrast, private invest-
ments abroad averaged $160 billion annually. Recipients prize these 
investments, including the technological benefits that often attend 
them, as much as they do trade. No other country approaches Amer-
ican totals in trade and investments, and this fact is never far from 
the minds of leaders who realize they live in a world where economic 
power now surpasses military power. And the United States has the 
most of both. 

Talk of economic issues such as these—investment, trade, eco-
nomic sanctions, the value of the dollar, oil and gas prices—was 
rarely heard when I entered the foreign policy field decades ago. 
Military and economic aid were about as far as my colleagues ven-
tured into questions of money. The Cold War was clogging up the 
world economy, and security issues hogged most of the attention, as 
they had throughout most of history. Besides, Americans didn’t have 
to worry a great deal about money. While the American economy 
had its ups and downs, it was mostly up. We could afford to defend 
the world, even to pay others to defend it, which we did. We could 
afford to leave economics to the economists, businesspeople, and 
financiers, and by and large, we did. 

But two things occurred in the last twenty years or so that undid 
this separation and ended the complacency. One was the opening 
up of borders and the explosion in global economic transactions, 
principally as a result of the end of the Cold War. Money issues 
now mattered much more to every nation. The other was relative 
uncertainty and growing concern about the health and strength of 
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the American economy, even more so after the 2008 crisis. This, in 
turn, reopened questions about the relationship of our economy to 
our national security and foreign policy. 

But the renewed discussion has not gone nearly far enough. We 
still make decisions about war and peace with little or no reference 
to America’s economic needs. It’s as if we still haven’t internalized 
the basic truism stressed repeatedly by one of America’s founders, 
Alexander Hamilton. 

In his 1791 treatise “Report on Manufactures,” Hamilton argued 
that a strong economy was the sine qua non of a strong military, and 
that both were absolutely necessary to protect and advance the na-
tion’s interests. In careful oldspeak he wrote: “Not only the wealth, 
but the independence and security of a [c]ountry appear[ed] to be 
materially connected with the prosperity of manufactures.” 

American leaders are only beginning to think again about Ham-
ilton’s point, about the centrality of economics to national security— 
and have been even slower to act upon it. The decisions they eventu-
ally take will have more effect than anything else on our military 
capability and our foreign policy power. 

Meantime, America goes on about its foreign policy business, 
and for all the question marks that remain about foreign economic 
power and how to use it, some dos and don’ts “seem clear,” as those 
given to ambiguity would say. 

RULES FOR ECONOMIC POWER 

Rule 1: America’s power in the world depends on one factor 
above all—the strength and vibrancy of the American economy. 
Keeping it that way should be your absolute number-one policy 
priority. 

Our roughly $14 trillion economy sustains your extensive mili-
tary, diplomatic, and economic superiority and also our well-being 
and stability at home. It has been our central strategic asset for 
almost a century, and it is now vulnerable. Your first move should 
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be to fix it. 
Real fixes always go to fundamentals: good and competitive 

public education, the reconstruction of first-class infrastructure, 
lessening dependence on critical imports such as energy, govern-
mental regulation that restores public confidence without under-
mining business initiatives, and reducing the federal debt and trade 
deficit. This is a very tall, but accomplishable, set of goals. 

Rule 2: Economic power functions best when you permit it 
to proceed slowly, allowing it to act like the tide. This means you 
should use it more for medium- and longer-term strategic ends 
than for short-term tactical pressures. 

A strong economy speaks for itself; it doesn’t have to be wielded 
as a sword. It stands as a fact that all countries must recognize 
and accommodate, if they choose to participate in the globalized 
future. Let the leaders of other nations dream and worry about 
being a part of this, ultimately allowing them to coerce themselves. 

Rule 3: Your economic power will be most effective if you use it 
principally for economic ends. 

Make trade and investment decisions mainly on their own 
merits. It’s too hard to try to swap economic apples for political 
and strategic oranges or exchange tangible money for gossamer 
strategic and political gains. 

Rule 4: If you feel you must deploy economic power to address 
strategic and political matters, make sure the latter are stated as 
specifically and concretely as possible. Otherwise you will be likely 
to give something for nothing. 

And don’t wield instruments such as economic sanctions and aid 
unless you have good reason to be confident that they will succeed. 
You’ll undermine our economic power if you use them just to get 
domestic critics off your back. 
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Rule 5: If you really want your economic power to work, set up 
a system to combine the economic, defense, and foreign policy de-
partments of the executive branch. There must be a White House 
coordinator, and you have to back up that person. 

You might even do your successors and your country a real 
favor and fund university programs on political economy. During 
the Cold War, Congress passed the National Defense Educa-
tion Act of 1958, under which thousands of American graduate 
students had close to full tuition support for the studies essential 
to our success in the Cold War. Today we need the same level of 
federal encouragement for the study of political economy. If you 
truly believe that economic power is now the principal coin of the 
international power realm, this program will equip your successors 
to do that critical job well. 
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Stage-Setting Power 

Soft-power instruments like persuasion, good values, and leader-
ship won’t—by themselves—cause foreign leaders to do your bid-
ding where their own interests dictate otherwise. But they can help 
make foreign leaders more receptive to your real power: the pressure 
of your carrots and sticks. 

Some of the most unpleasant clashes I’ve had in recent years 
have been over the question of whether soft power is really 
power. To me, soft power is foreplay, not the real thing. It’s 

very important, but it isn’t power, and it doesn’t get the job done by 
itself. 

The arguments I’ve had over soft power are usually with liberals, 
but more recently with conservatives as well. They think I’m being 
picky. I think they’ve all been so frustrated with President Bush’s 
gratuitously bad treatment of other states that they’ve come to con-
fuse behaving better and more sensibly as an international citizen 
with power itself. They rightly see that blazing paths of righteous-
ness and goodwill, demonstrating better understanding of others’ 
cultures, and being truer to our own ideals can do good things. But 
they overlook the fact that these good acts alone will rarely cause 
leaders to alter their assessments of their own national interests or 
do what they don’t want to do, which is what power is all about. 
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There’s a price my colleagues pay for their confusion: They aren’t 
able to fully exploit soft power in the manner in which it can be truly 
effective—as a stage setter or as a mood enhancer, as a means to 
increase receptivity before the application of pressure and coercion. 
In fact, they’re so fixated on their self-defined soft-power tools that 
they scant the other key stage-setting measures—namely, how well 
America solves problems at home and how sensitively it frames and 
presents policies abroad. 

To see what stage-setting or foundation-laying power can do, 
you first have to see what soft power can’t do by itself, and then look 
at its beneficial effects when it is used correctly. George W. Bush’s 
handling of the run-up to the second Iraq war illustrates the first 
phenomenon, and his management of war strategy in his last two 
years illuminates the second. 

Imagine what might have happened if Bush had fulfilled his 
critics’ dreams on the road to the invasion of Iraq in 2003: if he  
had shown respect and understanding of Muslims, given Muslim-
Americans presidential medals, shepherded Palestinians and Israelis 
toward a common oasis, and maneuvered deftly and judiciously for 
approval by the United Nations to wage war against Saddam Hus-
sein. Suppose further that Bush had proffered an olive branch to 
Baghdad, including a firm pledge not to oust Saddam from power. 
This bouquet of sensitivity, internationalist values, leadership, and 
persuasiveness would have posed the ultimate test of soft power, of 
what might have been had the wishes of soft-power advocates all 
come true. 

To begin with, let’s posit that Bush would have been a model of 
religious tolerance and understanding, a veritable Benjamin Frank-
lin. Let’s say he would have lauded the virtues of Islam and Arab 
culture. Saddam and his henchmen would have laughed it off. They 
were secularists and didn’t much like Islamic influence on their ter-
rain, and they courted Muslims only late in the game and as a pro-
paganda move to counter Washington. Most Muslims worldwide 
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might have cherished such praise, if they had found out about it and if 
they had believed in the speaker’s sincerity. But what the soft-power 
people don’t appear to understand is that Muslims simply don’t like 
Americans on Muslim soil. They would have regarded the invasion 
as proof of bad American intentions—however sensitive American 
rhetoric had been leading up to the invasion. 

Or let’s ponder the benefits of conveying to Arabs and others 
America’s love of freedom, equality, human rights, and democracy. 
Saddam’s Arab neighbors would have either shuddered at such incen-
diary talk or simply ignored it. Obviously, many Arabs and Muslims 
share these values and would have been pleased to hear Americans 
reaffirm them. But there’s no abundant evidence that majorities in 
Muslim and Arab countries long for anything resembling Western-
style democracy, political equality for all citizens, and the bedrock 
values of religious tolerance and free speech, or that Islamic cultures 
are congenial to any of these ideas. As for the Arab and Muslim lead-
ers whom Washington supports, they’re not fans of these values. 
Few, if any, ever uttered a harsh word about Saddam for murdering 
and brutalizing his citizens; they didn’t care. They railed against 
Saddam only when he tried to incite their citizens to rebel against 
them or when he invaded Kuwait. To many Muslim and Arab lead-
ers, American values threaten their power. Only the Muslim Broth-
erhood, Hamas, and Hezbollah might like Washington to live up to 
its values, particularly its commitment to democracy, because they’d 
be the beneficiaries. To them, free elections mean their winning 
and taking power and ousting America’s allies. 

Soft-power advocates also pleaded with the Bush team to go 
the last mile for a UN endorsement of force and not begin the war 
until he got one. But Arab and Muslim leaders didn’t want any UN 
resolution that favored a U.S. and international invasion of Iraq. If 
America could gain legitimacy from the UN to invade one sover-
eign Arab state, it could do so for others. China, Russia, and many 
African states harbored the same distaste for such a UN resolution, 
one that could return to haunt them. 

Nor would Bush have carried the day at the UN or among most 
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of its constituent countries by emphasizing any more strongly 
than he did the dangers of weapons of mass destruction, particu-
larly nuclear weapons, in the hands of Saddam Hussein. To begin 
with, most of these states were already convinced that Saddam had 
WMDs, and they still didn’t back the American invasion. Eventu-
ally, Bush rounded up a few dozen states that, with the exception of 
the United Kingdom, sent mostly token numbers of troops to Iraq. 
Most states didn’t even want to approve the maximum economic  
sanctions against Saddam, let alone military force, for fear of hu-
manitarian and other repercussions. 

All this, in turn, suggests that Bush could not have obtained the 
approval of the UN Security Council for the war if he had stood on 
his head. Most states, including many that sent troops out of loyalty 
to the United States, didn’t regard Saddam as a major threat. Be-
sides, they didn’t want to do anything that might stir up their own 
Muslim populations. Nothing short of Saddam’s invading Kuwait  
for a second time would have roused the Security Council into per-
mitting a second war with the butcher of Baghdad. 

By the way, the Security Council did approve seventeen anti-Iraq 
resolutions—repeat, seventeen. Most demanded that Saddam comply 
with inspections to prove he had abandoned WMDs, but not one 
contained a clear “or else” clause threatening military action. Only 
a cockeyed optimist could contend that had Bush waited longer, an 
eighteenth resolution would have generated an international bless-
ing for war. 

The much tougher question is what might have occurred if Bush 
had taken the ultimate soft-power step—publicly promising Saddam 
that if he complied with the seventeenth resolution, abandoned 
WMDs, and allowed comprehensive inspections, he could remain 
in power. Indeed Bush—or at least his secretary of state Colin Pow-
ell—made just such a suggestion as the day of the attack approached. 
But there’s no evidence that Bush really would have gone through 
with this or—more important—that Saddam would have trusted 
Bush to make good on such a promise. And even if Bush had held 
back, Saddam certainly would have calculated that he couldn’t hold 
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on to his power under those circumstances. Remember that at this 
point, he was so stressed out by his vulnerability that he had already 
eliminated his WMDs, but was afraid to tell anyone. 

I think it’s fair to conclude that the vaunted soft-power moves 
would not have manufactured much additional support for Bush’s 
Iraq policy. The issue of whether to take up arms against a sover-
eign state that had not attacked another was far too important to be 
resolved by being more persuasive and reasonable and living up to 
our values. The only states that made noticeable contributions to the 
American war effort were those few that shared American concern 
about Saddam’s WMDs, such as the United Kingdom and Spain 
(for a while) and those that, like Poland, needed U.S. support in 
their own neighborhoods. None of this is to say that Bush shouldn’t 
have availed himself of most items from the soft-power menu. At a 
minimum, it would have softened the subsequent anti-Americanism, 
which damaged U.S. policy worldwide. 

If we jump ahead now six years to the beginning of 2009 and 
observe what Bush and the Iraqis accomplished in Iraq, even with-
out soft-power inputs, we see that for the first time, after so many 
policy mistakes, and after the squandering of so many American and 
Iraqi lives and so much American treasure, the situation in Iraq is 
promising. It doesn’t portend a stable democracy, but the situation 
is relatively quiet, American casualties are significantly down, Iraqis 
are back on the streets in most provinces, and there is a basis for sta-
bility. All this happened in the face of Abu Ghraib and other horror 
stories about American conduct, including some of the worst tales 
of American torture, combined with an insensitivity to Iraqi history 
and culture that continues to boggle my mind. 

Events in Iraq took a turn for the better because the U.S. mili-
tary changed its strategy from one of staying in its camps to one 
of putting boots on the streets, to a strategy of winning, holding, 
and building Iraqi society. It also helped somewhat that Bush sent 
more troops to Iraq. More important than these good fixes in mil-
itary strategy were the changes that Washington finally made in 
its political strategy. Principally, the administration opened itself 
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to common cause with former Sunni Arab enemies against their 
common enemy—al-Qaeda. Local Sunnis knew far better than we 
who the terrorists were. The result was that we jointly delivered the 
terrorists a heavy blow. At the same time, Bush finally agreed to a de 
facto cease-fire with the Shiite militias. Also, to everyone’s astonish-
ment, the hapless Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki turned into Iraq’s 
version of The Hulk and began to act decisively against disruptive 
Shiite militias, his coreligionists. 

If anything turned around the war in Iraq, it was these changes 
in strategy and policy. They were so sound, so in tune with emerg-
ing Iraqi realities, that they helped establish America’s new security 
strategy—in the face of the most unattractive American behavior 
earlier in the war. 

Soft power by itself could not have delivered more allies or 
public support before the 2003 Iraq War, nor were classic soft-power 
instruments essential for later improving the situation in Iraq. Soft 
power simply didn’t work or matter on these two critical fronts. But 
it could have facilitated our exercise of power and enhanced general 
receptivity to our power. It could have prepared the ground for real 
power—pressure and coercion—by demonstrating that Americans 
took others seriously and were willing to hear their views and take 
their political problems into account. Power entails pushing people 
around, and the ones being pushed never like it. Applying the full 
spectrum of stage-setting measures permits the pushees to feel that 
they’re being treated with respect, and that does help. 

If the soft-power package is delivered as a prelude to the later 
application of power, it cloaks and cushions the ultimate blows of 
power. The domestic audience in the target countries and one’s 
own partners don’t notice or feel as much that they’re being man-
handled. Sensitive public diplomacy and shrewdly conceived policy 
help make being pressured more palatable both politically and 
psychologically. 
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. . . .  

This cold and logical presentation of the benefits of stage set-
ting makes it sound easier than it is. In fact, it’s difficult—an art 
that we can better understand if we return to the beginnings of soft 
power, which were not in the twenty-first century but rather in the 
awe-inspiring displays mounted by emperors’ courts in premodern 
China, and in the propaganda machines of Hitler’s Germany and 
Stalin’s Soviet Union. In the United States, Americans charmingly 
referred to enterprises with similar purposes as education and infor-
mation programs. 

The emperors of China saw the connection between a state’s rep-
utation abroad and its prowess at home, but believed that prowess 
didn’t entirely speak for itself. It had to be enhanced, artfully em-
broidered. They were masters of dressing themselves up for visiting 
foreigners and making them feel small and powerless in the presence 
of the emperor and his court. They were in the awe-producing busi-
ness and understood that it was cheaper and probably more effective 
than war. They grasped a thing or two about how to arouse fear 
and respect with a show of their riches, with full displays of pomp 
and circumstance, topped off with the exotic custom of kowtowing. 
They saw the magical properties of reputation and propaganda. 

Few will be surprised to learn, however, that the word and 
practice of propaganda originated in the West with the Catholic 
church. In 1622, after a particularly nasty period between Catho-
lics and Protestants during the Thirty Years’ War, Pope Gregory 
XV founded the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, or Congregation 
for the Propagation of the Faith. This committee of cardinals over-
saw the propagation of Roman Catholicism by missionaries to non-
Catholic countries. “Propaganda” sprang from the Latin propagare, 
“to propagate, extend or spread.” Nothing in its original meaning 
even hinted at the idea of selling a story, let alone purveying mis-
leading information. But instinctively, the church understood what 
it needed to do to spread its version of the faith. 
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Centuries later, when the public relations industry was born early 
in the twentieth century, its practitioners were not embarrassed to 
refer to their activities as propaganda. After all, there was nothing 
shameful about being paid to disseminate truthful information. 
The Nazis and the Soviet communists appropriated the word with-
out shame, as in their ministries of propaganda, but there the term 
eventually lost its neutrality and finally took on a clearly pejorative 
cast. The propaganda artists sold Nazi Germany as an unstoppable 
master nation led by a master race. Germany’s neighbors recoiled 
at being labeled mongrel peoples, although they were impressed by 
Nazi uniforms, goose-stepping troops, and public extravaganzas. 
The Soviets offered themselves as revolutionaries to an interna-
tional public yearning for saviors of the downtrodden. They would 
fight for the poor against the exploitive capitalists and capitalist na-
tions. In their story line, the Communist Party would overthrow 
the exploiters. From the Nazis and the Soviet communists onward, 
propaganda had a bad name. It became synonymous with disinfor-
mation and lies. 

Americans have been aware of the idea of propaganda since revo-
lutionary days. But they weren’t consciously cynical about using it; 
they just acted cynically when necessary. The American style was to 
tell the truth and feel great pride in doing so, and enlarge on it only 
when necessary to vanquish adversaries. The leaders of the Ameri-
can Revolution, of course, truly believed in freedom, equality, and 
independence, but also recognized the need to sell their revolution 
with a very moderate, unthreatening face to Europeans whose sup-
port was essential to America’s independence and national survival. 

A century and a half later, in the wake of World War II, a new 
generation grappled with the issue in Congress, and came up with 
a clever new way to conduct propaganda campaigns on behalf of a 
democracy. The Smith-Mundt Act of 1948, also known as the U.S. 
Informational and Educational Exchange Act, eschewed the term 
“propaganda” to describe the information it authorized for foreign 
audiences but prohibited from being disseminated within the United 
States. In other words, the act authorized the U.S. government to say 
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what it had to say abroad to defeat the Soviets, but shielded Ameri-
can citizens from this rhetoric. 

These educational and informational programs evolved into 
the U.S. Information Agency (USIA), which sponsored overseas 
radio networks; publications; exchanges of students, professors, and 
others; and cultural programs across the globe. Many of these pro-
grams served the country well during the Cold War, but the whole 
effort lost political support and funding after the demise of the 
Soviet Union. 

What did survive was eventually subsumed under the label 
“public diplomacy,” a phrase attributed earlier in 1965 to Dean 
Edmund Gullion of the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at 
Tufts University. As explained by Gullion, this kind of diplomacy 
“deals with the influence of public attitudes on the formation and 
execution of foreign policies. It encompasses dimensions of inter-
national relations beyond traditional diplomacy; the cultivation by 
governments of public opinion in other countries; the interaction of 
private groups and interests in one country with those of another; 
the reporting of foreign affairs and its impact on policy; commu-
nication between those whose job is communication, as between 
diplomats and foreign correspondents; and the processes of inter-
cultural communications.” 

Gullion’s definition was silent on the issue of whether public di-
plomacy needed to be truthful, a question that Edward R. Murrow, 
who was then the director of the USIA, addressed head-on in his 
congressional testimony in May 1963, when he said, “American tra-
ditions and the American ethic require us to be truthful, but the 
most important reason is that truth is the best propaganda and lies 
are the worst. To be persuasive we must be believable; to be believ-
able we must be credible; to be credible we must be truthful. It is as 
simple as that.” Would that it were. 

I think it’s fair to say that the U.S. government did a much 
better job of selling America when it didn’t have to sell America.  
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That was the America of the first two centuries of its existence, up 
to the Vietnam War. For those centuries, America was the “new 
world” where everyone could start equal, “the city upon a hill” of 
religious tolerance in a world of intolerance, the land of economic 
opportunity, and later the savior of freedom from tyranny in the 
first and second world wars. Foreigners flocked to its shores as im-
migrants and foreign students came to its great universities. Its cul-
ture was irresistible, and still is, though many now condemn it as 
well for being materialistic and spiritually empty. This America did 
not have to be sold. This America was admired and powerful, an 
emotional magnet. 

It used to be virtually axiomatic that Americans were the good 
guys in the world. Then came the Vietnam War, along with con-
demnations of the ugly—that is, the ignorant and arrogant—Amer-
ican. From then on, the regard for America was mixed. 

Most began to hold the United States to higher standards than 
other states, mainly because Americans laid claim to those higher 
standards. By contrast, the Chinese, who made no assertions of 
moral superiority, received few charges of hypocrisy. Worse, Wash-
ington started to lose ground in world opinion to terrorists and 
ideological extremists. Opinion polls in countries like Pakistan— 
where, admittedly, citizens are even less likely than Americans to 
share their true beliefs with a total stranger—found that Osama bin 
Laden had more admirers than George W. Bush. Partly, this situ-
ation sprang from widespread knowledge of and disgust over Abu 
Ghraib, the Iraq War, and U.S. support for Israel. And because the 
United States was seen as the globalizer in chief, it was also blamed 
for economic inequalities around the world. 

Much of this criticism was unfair or grossly unbalanced. Under-
lying it all, albeit to a lesser degree, America is still admired in many 
ways around the globe for all the things it used to stand for—and 
still does. But anti-Americanism is now woven into the texture of 
international affairs. 

Some believe this anti-Americanism is only skin-deep or related 
specifically to George W. Bush and will largely evaporate now that 
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he has departed from the Oval Office. They point to the extremely 
high anti-Americanism of the Vietnam War days, which mostly dis-
sipated in a few years. Some think it could be swept aside by upgrad-
ing the quality of our international salesmanship and public diplo-
macy, or by the more appealing voice of the new president. But it 
will take much more this time. 

It is typically and charmingly American to reduce the sensitive 
process of combating these problems to salesmanship, or as it’s now 
dubbed, public diplomacy. Not surprisingly, Bush first appointed a 
Madison Avenue specialist to the job, and then a friend and political 
adviser whose main expertise was in Texas politics. 

Certainly there’s salesmanship in public diplomacy, but if such 
diplomacy is to be rightly practiced, it has to be conceived of as 
much broader and more complex than merely marketing. It has to 
be thought of as stage-setting power and understood as having three 
main components: (1) The soft-power package of values—leadership 
and the power of example to attract support. (2) A reputation as a 
nation able to solve its own domestic problems and thus worthy of 
inspiring both awe and confidence abroad. (3) Foreign policies and 
diplomacy to demonstrate sensitivity to and appreciation of others. 

All these efforts, by the way, must be country- and region-specific 
and sensitive. When in Moscow, treat the new Russian czars like 
powerful partners and jointly strategize with them. Show respect 
for the Chinese because of both their rich history and their legiti-
mate claims to esteem based on their present-day economy. When 
in Iraq, always let leaders there see that you understand it’s their 
country. For Europeans, evoke international law and the UN, and 
then get down to business. Like us, foreigners have their cultural 
tics, but their opinion leaders are sophisticated and knowledgeable. 
They judge Washington not on its salesmanship, but on what it is 
actually doing to and for them, and how. 

More important than soft power in persuading others to be re-
ceptive to American power is America’s reputation for wealth, dyna-
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mism, effectiveness, and problem solving. Others take our measure 
all the time. Is America still the land of greatest opportunity, and 
does its economy remain innovative? Is it a society where different 
kinds of people of different religions can find tolerance? Is it politi-
cally fragmented and stalemated, or can its government still effec-
tively solve major problems such as the costs and quality of medical 
care and public education? 

The ancient Chinese believed that in exercising power it was 
critical to sell your domestic prowess. They were on to something 
essential. The successes of a society, an economy, and a government 
carry like sound waves and have the additional virtue of more or less 
speaking for themselves. Most around the world can clearly hear 
whether a nation is performing well and on all cylinders. 

The reputation of the United States is in flux. It still benefits from 
being the victor of the Cold War, but other factors like the Iraq War 
have sullied it. The U.S. economy remains number one, but it has 
experienced rocky times, especially during the 2008 financial crisis, 
and is less competitive now than in the recent past. Equally clearly, 
America’s reputation as the country that gets things done is waning. 
And with this decline, Washington’s words lose weight abroad. 

There’s a story, perhaps apocryphal, about Napoleon, one of the 
ultimate men of power, and his storied minister Charles-Maurice 
de Talleyrand-Périgord, one of history’s premier judges of power. 
Napoleon was given to dropping his hat here and there for those 
nearby to pick up. Talleyrand was a particularly obliging retriever of 
the hat—until after Waterloo, when Napoleon dropped it and Tal-
leyrand pretended not to notice. 

Nations around the world are not as attentive to our every move 
as Talleyrand was to Napoleon’s, or as they were in the past. When 
we were comparatively wealthier, and when the dollar was the un-
doubted and stable reserve currency, they thought we really knew 
everything. Our power and standing gave us the high ground in 
disputes without our having to argue for it. 

No selling skills can replace the slippage in America’s reputa-
tion. We can hope that American leaders will make hard and smart 
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decisions to restore an America that is both good and strong. For 
all the anti-Americanism, you can feel that most people in most 
countries would like America to succeed as a multicultural land of 
opportunity and a global guardian of human rights—whatever they 
might say. 

Meanwhile, there’s only one way to make up some of this lost  
ground—through the third ingredient of stage-setting power, 
namely, better policies at home and abroad. The aim of policy is to 
explain how you propose to solve problems. Done well, policy per-
mits you to build support or blunt opposition. It supplies the expla-
nation of why you chose your course and not the alternatives. Policy 
is where you draw the picture of what’s in the solution for others 
and what they’re in for if they oppose you. Policy must be firm in its 
judgments, yet sensitive to the culture and interests of the intended 
audience. 

None of this is to say that Washington should bow to foreign  
demands or pander to hostile foreign opinion surveys. American 
interests have to come before popularity in the polls. Policy that is 
sensitive and skillful, however, can boost both. Polls do tell which 
way the wind is blowing, and what foreign leaders will have to over-
come to comply with our wishes. So they shouldn’t be dismissed. 
Not tending to these voices and the politics they engender guar-
antees just one outcome—stronger resistance to the application of 
U.S. power, and the need for more power down the line to surmount 
the increased resistance. 

Why do these obvious points even have to be stated? Because 
only in America would there be strong doubts and suspicions about 
the commonsense practice of courting foreign peoples and groups 
to make them more cooperative or less resistant to American power. 
Because only in America do leaders pay so little heed to the links 
between stage setting, public diplomacy, and policy. 

Policy is the principal means of providing political cover to for-
eign leaders who don’t want to be seen as knuckling under to raw 
American power. Applied intelligently, it helps foreign leaders ex-
plain to their constituencies why they’re submitting to American 
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demands and what they’re receiving in return. Sensitized policy 
allows them to say they are doing this in return for that, or that 
their country’s point of view is being respected, and that the United 
States understands the problems from their point of view and is 
seeking a fair resolution. 

The costs of gratuitously and carelessly ignoring these sensibili-
ties have been high. In March 2003, to cite but one example, the 
Turkish parliament refused to approve the transit of U.S. troops 
through their country into Iraq. Washington’s offers of billions of 
dollars in aid weren’t sufficient to appease the opposition. The Bush 
team had neglected to assuage Turkish fears that a war in Iraq would 
strengthen the base of rebel Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Bush 
team also made an insufficient effort to counter charges of Amer-
ican prejudice against Muslims, or to patiently remind Turkey of 
Washington’s help to Muslims in Bosnia and Saddam’s punishment 
of them in Iraq. If these points had been raised, the Turkish parlia-
ment might well have been of greater help to American forces. 

George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton both took pains to express 
to leaders of the newly independent former Soviet republics that 
American power stood by them. These messages were essential 
to persuading them to return the nuclear weapons on their soil to 
Russia. George W. Bush was the first U.S. president to state pub-
licly and explicitly that Washington would support an independent 
Palestinian state. Palestinian leaders needed that assurance to be in 
a position to make future compromises. Unfortunately, Bush didn’t 
have much of a follow-up policy. 

Finally, stage-setting power permits the president to exploit 
latent pro-American feelings in most parts of the world. For all of 
America’s new woes, most foreign opinion leaders still realize that 
the United States is the country with the most power and ability to 
help them solve problems. Most also see—for all their surface anti-
Americanism—that the United States is probably still the most well-
disposed of all the major powers to be of help to them. Sometimes, 
they worry that the American cure might be worse than the disease, 
but they usually seek Washington’s help anyway. Most recognize, as 
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well, that for all Washington’s clumsiness, it is more benign in its 
intentions than the others. Those in need rarely run to Moscow or 
Beijing, whose cynicism exceeds our clumsiness. America’s advan-
tages are dwindling but remain real and keep doors open to Ameri-
can involvement and power. 

Policy, the key ingredient of stage-setting power, works best when 
complemented by a strong reputation for national prowess plus soft 
power. Presidents need all three elements in play along with real 
power to give themselves a chance at advancing negotiations and 
dampening conflicts. All have to be meshed, and there are a few 
straightforward rules for orchestrating this process. 

RULES FOR STAGE-SETTING POWER 

Rule 1: Don’t think of stage-setting power as just soft power 
or marketing dressed up as public diplomacy. It is a three-part 
package of soft power, reputation as a successful nation, and good 
policy. 

The soft-power tools do help foster receptivity and overcome 
opposition. Reputation for national prowess in solving internal 
problems establishes credibility; it shows that you know how to get 
things done at home. Policy explains your interests and theirs in 
making a settlement. 

Rule 2: Think of stage setters as facilitators of your power, 
but not as power itself. These tools provide, not actual incentives 
to compromise, but rather the ammunition for foreign leaders to 
justify their compromises to their home audiences. 

Power facilitators can make foreign leaders more receptive 
or less opposed to your power. Applied skillfully, they can show 
foreign leaders how to meet your wishes and survive politically in 
their own countries. 

Rule 3: Don’t try to substitute stage setters for power itself, 
because they are almost never sufficient to induce foreign leaders 
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to risk significant compromises. Stage-setting power can bring 
leaders to water, but it can’t make them drink. 

Think about it this way: Would you make important conces-
sions to the United States if you were running Iraq and your only 
public rationales were “We share American values,” “The Ameri-
can position is really good for our long-term interests,” and “Amer-
ica’s a great country.” In the end, only strong carrots and sticks 
would move you. And frustratingly, even doing it all right doesn’t 
usually work initially, and you have to start the process again and 
again. 

Rule 4: If you really want to be serious about stage-setting 
power, you must fully integrate it with the policy formulation 
process. If the initial policy lacks sensitivity and doesn’t help the 
other guy do what you want, it won’t work and will make it harder 
to recover for the next round. 

To decide on a policy and only afterward figure out the public 
diplomacy is nonsensical. By then it’s too late. There’s no sense 
in bugling for the public diplomacy cavalry after the settlers have 
already been wiped out. If the legions of recent devotees to public 
diplomacy are interested in more than posturing, their first fight 
must be to ensure that experts sit with policymakers from the 
outset. Everyone has jumped onto the public diplomacy band-
wagon, but few senior officials in government have been willing to 
do what’s necessary to practice the art seriously. 



Part III 
Policy and Power 





C H A P T E R  1 1  

Foreign Policy Power 

Policy is where you bring American power to life by words and deeds. 
Policy is where you stitch everything together—the intelligence, the 
politics, the strategy, the messy inconsistencies—define the problem, 
and show how you will solve it. 

Good policy is often the thin blue line between the pos-
sibility of success and the certainty of tragedy. Take those 
few weeks of combat and the early months of the U.S. 

occupation in Iraq in 2003. The Bush administration felt either that 
it didn’t need a policy for what Pentagon bosses judged would be a 
short stay, or that we would simply transform Iraq as General Mac-
Arthur democratized postwar Japan. I played a brief and modest role 
with key figures in the White House in a failed effort to put a real-
istic policy in place before it was too late. 

It didn’t take long into the war for Middle East experts to see 
that American victory on the battlefield would be the easiest part 
of our efforts in Iraq. With Saddam out of the picture, the ages-
old centrifugal forces in the country would probably implode. I 
had been listening to these mounting lamentations in meetings at 
the Council on Foreign Relations, of which I was president. So, I 
phoned Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s national security adviser, and her 
deputy Stephen Hadley. I had known both for decades in the Soviet 
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and arms control business, both were members of the Council, and 
I respected them. 

I made the case about the problems, and neither balked. I said 
perhaps the council could partner with a couple of other think tanks, 
collect a wide range of experts, lay out the issues and the facts con-
cerning these issues, and simply list policy options for each issue plus 
options for an overall policy. I said I understood the White House 
would not want a finished product, which might cause wrangling 
and unfortunate news stories about policy differences, and stressed 
that we’d therefore also forgo recommendations. They accepted this 
approach, and we agreed that the council would partner with the 
conservative American Enterprise Institute headed by Christopher 
DeMuth and the moderate Center for Strategic and International 
Studies run by John Hamre. 

Rice convened us all in her corner office at the White House a 
week later and asked me to make my pitch for this study, and when 
I finished, she supported the plan. Then, DeMuth asked, “Does 
Karl Rove (the senior political adviser) know about this? Does the 
president? Because I don’t think they would approve. It sounds like a 
nation-building exercise, and they—and you yourself, Condi—have 
opposed such foolish Clintonesque policies time and again.” 

Rice responded that the study would not make recommendations 
on policy, but would lay out the facts and policy choices. She startled 
me with her honesty by adding that she and Steve just didn’t have 
the time, with all the daily decisions that had to be made, to oversee 
a similar effort inside the administration and that, in any event, we 
could gather together people with unmatchable expertise. DeMuth 
stuck to his guns. A few days later, Hadley called and without expla-
nation said, “I don’t think we’re going to be able to do this. Sorry.” 

I established a council group to plow ahead on Iraq policy on its 
own under the leadership of two eminent former diplomats, Frank 
G. Wisner and Edward Djerejian. Their report anticipated virtually 
all the problems the United States was about to confront and of-
fered sensible policies for dealing with them. It received few notices. 
It wasn’t until almost five years later that the Bush administration, 
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facing the prospect of defeat, finally grasped Iraqi realities and fash-
ioned approaches that turned events in a promising direction. 

You may well wonder how this could happen and whether it was 
an aberration. Alas for our country, it is the rule, not the exception. 

The fault lies not in the esoteric nature of policymaking itself. 
Rather, presidents and their senior advisers are not used to doing it 
and can’t wedge themselves out of the daily grind of press and con-
gressional demands. And they don’t make the time. Policymaking 
takes time, and it really requires the kind of gut-wrenching discus-
sions about fundamentals that most people just don’t find comfort-
able. By saying what you believe to be important, you’re also reveal-
ing what you think is sacrificial, what’s worth fighting for and what’s 
not. You will be hounded one way or the other. The process calls on 
you to decide whether you want to double down in a tough situation 
and stay the course or fold and seek another path. And everyone will 
be told about your position. There’s no place to hide politically. 

It’s much easier to make daily decisions on how to answer press 
queries or whether to ask Congress for more money than to face 
and think through the basic policy questions. But unless you’re will-
ing to drown in your own pool—Iraq or Vietnam—it is essential to 
grapple with both overall and particular policy issues before the in-
evitable troubles erupt. This process is the only one that will compel 
you to evaluate whether your ends are wise and achievable, and your 
means sufficient unto those ends. Very simple, yes, but again, we 
very rarely do it. 

The starting point for a new U.S. foreign policy is to fix as 
precisely as possible on overall goals. America can’t escape its global 
interests and involvements. America’s interests and goals must thus 
be broad yet not bloated—always attentive to distinctions between 
the essential and the merely desirable. 

Today, the United States has seven inescapable goals. 
First, contain and then diminish the threat to America and its 

allies from international terrorists. We have to understand this as a 
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long-term goal, mainly revolving around constructing intelligence, 
police, and judicial networks worldwide. But this goal will also re-
quire tough actions, including invading a country that harbors or 
sponsors terrorists. 

Second, prevent the spread of weapons of mass destruction to 
states and especially to terrorists. If states nevertheless acquire 
WMDs, particularly nuclear weapons, deter them with the threat of 
decisive retaliation if their weapons should threaten or strike Amer-
ican or friendly territory. Leave no doubt that if a state provides 
WMDs to terrorists, the United States would consider this an act 
of war. 

Third, prevent any state or group of states from organizing the 
power and resources of Europe and Asia against the United States. 
This objective is absolutely not designed to rationalize a new Cold 
War with Russia and China, as some already advocate. Rather, it is a 
reminder to American leaders that they must play the international 
power game on these critical continents to guard against strategi-
cally unfavorable trends and bargaining situations. 

Fourth, promote freer international economic transactions, es-
pecially trade and investments. Unfortunately, Americans are once 
again challenging this goal, and its immediate future is in question. 
Many other states are now more competitive and pose threats to 
American jobs. For most of American history, a solid majority has 
had the capability and confidence to compete and prevail. A freer 
world economy also necessitates a dominant American navy to 
maintain freedom of the seas. 

Fifth, significantly reduce dependence on foreign oil and gas 
within a decade, and in particular, reduce to as low as possible depen-
dence on Middle East oil. The United States cannot afford the cash 
outflow, or the demands to protect questionable allies in the region. 
Cutting dependency on hydrocarbons also helps the environment. 

Sixth, protect against global environment and health threats 
consistent with the principles of mutual state responsibility and eco-
nomic feasibility. But recognize that we’ve reached the point where 
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economic interests must bow to some degree to environmental and 
health imperatives, when a good case is made. 

Seventh, remain faithful to and promote long-term efforts to 
develop the rule of law, democratic institutions, democracy, and re-
spect for human rights, but be ever mindful of the substantial obsta-
cles to establishing genuine democracies and to the costs of rushing 
this complicated evolutionary process. Focus principally on laying 
the foundations for democracy in civil society and human rights. 

Some prefer to state these inescapable goals in more grandiose 
terms, whether it be a commitment to take certain military actions 
or to fight global warming whatever the costs. Still others insist on 
ranking objectives so that military ones are on top of environmental 
ones. All of these objectives, however, are of first-order importance. 
The best approach is probably just to hang them all on the wall,  
address them all, and deal most with what you must. One point to 
register is the connection between almost all these goals and the 
health of the American government and economy. Continuing to 
meet any of these goals, let alone the whole roster, is premised on 
an America that remains not only strong but also almost as strong 
relative to others as it is today. 

The next step is to bring the inescapable goals to earth by tying 
them to relevant plans and means. Exactly what power can the 
United States draw upon to advance these goals? Every country’s 
power is rooted in its resources and position in international af-
fairs. In a mechanical sense, U.S. power comes from the carrots and 
sticks it can deploy relative to others in specific cases, plus relevant 
judgments on exactly what each party is likely to do the other. The 
United States has the most disposable resources of any nation and is 
better positioned than anyone to inflict pleasure or pain. But none 
of this bestows on the United States the power to solve or perhaps 
even successfully manage a major international problem on its own. 
Unilateral power and the power to dictate and dominate haven’t 
been around for many decades and are gone with the twenty-first-
century winds. 
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What superiority in resources and international position give to 
the United States is the unique power to lead. Only Washington can 
fashion coalitions both to stop aggressors and to solve major prob-
lems. No other state or group of states can assume this role, and the 
other states know this well. 

But for Washington to grasp the potential in this unique role, it 
has to think of leadership power not as ordering power, but as galva-
nizing power. Galvanizing power is the power to trigger and shape 
coalitions, and set their directions. Without these coalitions, neither 
the United States nor its coalition partners could solve problems— 
and our partners are very aware of this. We are the indispensable 
leader and they are the indispensable partners. Even the Chinese are 
happy to see us lead—at least for the next ten years or so before they 
near economic parity with us. 

The condition of mutual indispensability is not an end in itself, 
but the basis on which to build the power coalitions necessary to 
solve those problems. To create those coalitions and then to wheel 
them into action must be the center of U.S. foreign policy. America’s 
attendant diplomatic power must be geared to this process as well. 

Here, too, the United States has to rethink and redefine diplo-
matic power. Instead of the familiar threatening power, diplomatic 
power now has to be “leaning” power. This power will convey the 
weight of U.S. resources without the side effects that normally gen-
erate opposition to meeting American demands. Public policy state-
ments should be firm expressions of American interests and should 
mainly brandish carrots. Sticks are better bared in private. If the  
carrots and sticks truly matter to the target state, its leaders will feel 
the weight of American diplomacy. 

It takes time, especially today when all leaders have their domestic 
political traps and snares. Presidents (and cable TV) seem to abhor 
patience. But the passage of time allows foreign leaders to convince 
themselves and their constituents that their prospective concessions 
are mutual compromises and that their compromises are triumphs. 
Leave it to them to work out. The process will always be plagued by 
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the tug between political pressures for answers and results and the 
inevitably slow pace of diplomacy. 

As discussed to this point, U.S. foreign policy encompasses 
America’s overall policy, goals, and means to meet its global con-
cerns and opportunities. It’s important to start at that grand level, 
and to deal with as many issues as possible at that level. For example, 
we could aim to have just a single universal policy to combat nuclear 
proliferation or advance trade. Such a policy would make it simpler 
to hold all countries to the same standards. But international life 
doesn’t operate that way. 

Most foreign policy is made toward one country or region, and 
at that point, the choices become stickier. In the land of the par-
ticular dwell trade-offs and dilemmas that are usually the hardest 
dimension of the policy process. These dilemmas mark every tough 
problem, and leaders must resolve them up front or have their power 
work at cross-purposes and cancel itself out. Policy whispers in their 
ears, “Hang on to all your options and goals.” Power whispers in 
their ears, “Choose.” 

Once leaders jump or are tossed into the frying pan of a country 
or region, be it Vietnam or Iraq or Pakistan, they invariably con-
front horrible choices. Each choice is a tiger, biding its time while 
leaders deliberate. Leaders must choose whether to be eaten by one 
tiger if they do or the other tiger if they don’t. The common practice 
is to straddle both tigers at once to avoid the jaws of either. Lead-
ers fear choosing and making a big mistake. They forget that only 
pundits and foreign policy experts can ride both tigers. Alas, it’s not 
the pundits and experts who get eaten. 

When faced with most dilemmas, presidents must either choose or 
lose. It’s fine to try prioritizing the taming game, but pursuing both 
tigers, even in turn, is generally unattainable and drains the power to 
tame the more dangerous tiger. Sometimes, the choices are truly per-
plexing; at other times, they seem more perplexing than they really 
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are. Presidents should examine them at the very outset of troubles in 
order to organize and prioritize their power, not squander it. 

Typically, the first dilemma is to decide whether the matter is 
vital or just another among dozens of important issues. There is 
only one method to address this dilemma without incurring maxi-
mum political wrath, and that is, early in a presidency, to establish 
a short list of vital interests and goals and sell it politically. At the 
same time, presidents also have to provide assurances that they will 
tend to the second-order issues in some plausible manner. The Latin 
American constituency in the United States wants serious atten-
tion paid to neutralizing President Hugo Chávez of Venezuela and 
creating a new trade relationship with a growing economic power 
like Brazil. President Obama has to be prominently involved in the 
policy trade-offs here, but should then turn the mission over to the 
secretary of state or the secretary of the treasury and then an assis-
tant secretary. On a compelling humanitarian issue like the ongoing 
killings in the Darfur region of Sudan, President Obama has to pub-
licly set the course, maybe appoint a special envoy, and then wheel 
himself in only for critical phone calls to his counterparts or to press 
Congress to pass relevant legislation. 

A second dilemma is choosing, not between the vital and the im-
portant, but between two virtually vital interests. Presidents always 
want both, but rarely can manage that. 

In 2006, Bush tried both to wheel India into a tacit strategic pair-
ing against China and to keep faith with his tough anti–nuclear pro-
liferation policy. He would bring India to America’s side by acceding 
to its demand not to make the nuclear facilities run by the Indian 
military subject to international inspection. The nonproliferation 
treaty requires inspection of all such facilities. The upshot was 
that the Indian government publicly sidestepped taking any anti-
China stand, and the anti-proliferation regime was fundamentally 
weakened. 

Regarding recent policy toward Russia, Bush had to choose be-
tween courting Moscow to gain its critical help against Iran’s nuclear 
efforts, on the one hand, and pushing ahead with the deployment of 
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U.S. antimissile systems in Eastern Europe, on the other. He tried 
to do both, apparently realizing too late that Russia’s help on Iran 
was far more important than the anti-missile deployment. By that 
time, the prospective anti-missile deployment had angered Moscow 
and blocked cooperation elsewhere. It would have been easy to defer 
the anti-missile decision, since our technology wasn’t ready, and 
Iran, by U.S. intelligence estimates, wouldn’t be near capability to 
produce enough highly enriched uranium for a weapon until 2010 
to 2015. 

The ultimate example of strategic loggerheads, one that surfaces 
regularly, is the choice between reshaping the world and protecting 
particular American vital interests. Democracy’s advocates always 
cry out that American security will forever hang on the whims of 
dictators and terrorists unless Washington democratizes or con-
quers the world. Bush topped all previous efforts in this direction— 
save Woodrow Wilson’s—by indicating that America would seek to 
transform Iraq into a free-market, democratic paradise and press 
our other friends in the region to convert as well. He and Condi 
Rice triumphantly announced the transformational plan, and a year 
later, effectively and embarrassingly returned to business as usual. 
Bush and Rice gained nothing in the propaganda sphere and enor-
mously annoyed America’s allies, such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia. 

A third dilemma is to choose between changing a regime and 
changing the regime’s offending policies and behaviors. We must 
alter not only what they say but also what they do. Washington man-
aged to cashier governments in relatively weak countries like Gua-
temala and Iran during the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1970s, and later 
in the Clinton and Bush administrations, there was a lot of loose 
and popular talk about regime change. Both presidents flaunted this 
rhetoric and initiated overt and covert programs to dump the dicta-
tors in Libya, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, and North Korea. Bush man-
aged to topple the regimes in Iraq and Afghanistan—by invading 
them. Otherwise, it’s fair to say that the idea of toppling regimes has 
accomplished only a temporary warm glow among hard-liners, and 
a uniting of the opposition abroad against the American bully. 
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The alternative—maneuvering for desired policy and behavioral 
alterations—is no easy matter, either. The trickiest judgments are 
whether the nasty regime will compromise, whether the compro-
mises will be sufficient and real, and whether promises will be kept. 
Doubts on any of these counts invariably derailed even exploratory 
talks. 

In a number of instances, such as with Libya and recently North 
Korea, presidents have taken gambles. Most have paid off, in whole 
or in part. Situations change; the untrustworthy can discover reason 
and flexibility when their internal power is challenged and their ex-
haustion exceeds their hatred. Letting adversaries whiff potential 
benefits can also alter their calculations. During and even after the 
process, the military option need not be shelved. 

Another frequent dilemma arises when there seems to be little 
hope for policy change. Leaders then have to choose between taking 
even bolder and costlier actions to alter that policy and simply con-
taining the problem. Specifically, say a troublesome state continues 
its nuclear programs or backing of terrorists. What then? This was 
precisely the dilemma that confronted Clinton and Bush regard-
ing Iran, North Korea, and at one time Iraq as well. In Iraq, Bush 
rejected containment from day one. He and his advisers simply as-
sumed that the waiting game of containment would only permit 
Saddam to develop weapons of mass destruction secretly and 
become a deadlier foe later on. Bush didn’t seriously consider the 
United States’ ability to deter Iraq from employing these weapons 
by threatening devastating retaliation. He rejected deterrence even 
though there was reason to believe Saddam might heed it. After all, 
Saddam had suffered defeat in the First Gulf War without firing off 
his chemical weapons. 

As for the blossoming nuclear threats from Pyongyang and 
Tehran, Bush initially appeared to believe—without any evidence— 
that U.S. military threats would frighten these states into abandon-
ing their nuclear programs. But after they repeatedly sped through 
his red lights, Bush increasingly leaned on joint diplomacy with 
Asians on North Korea and joint pressures with Europeans, Russia, 
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and China on Iran. In both cases, he toned down threats. Mean-
time, he had badly wasted his credibility. 

Another dilemma turns on whether or not to tie the solution of 
one policy problem to another unrelated or indirectly related policy 
problem. The theory behind linking is that this adds bargaining  
leverage to both issues. But the downside is that linkage can also 
complicate the resolution of both problems, and thus kill or delay 
sensible compromise. 

Knitting issues together in this manner is an ancient and honor-
able practice, but Nixon and Kissinger coined the term “linkage.” 
They employed it most famously in bargaining with the Soviet  
Union. Specifically, they told Moscow that reaching compromises 
on various arms control negotiations (which presumably Moscow  
needed more than the United States) would depend on Moscow’s 
removing the threat to Berlin, easing tensions in the Middle East, 
helping end the war in Vietnam, and curtailing its support for wars 
of liberation in places such as Africa and Central America. Moscow 
refused this linkage and it didn’t work. 

Linkage is sometimes foisted on presidents when one of the 
issues concerns human rights. Proponents of linkage reckon that  
dictators aren’t likely to bow down on human rights questions alone, 
so they look for another issue to provide added leverage. Typically, 
that lever is money. For example, Egypt commits rights abuses and 
doesn’t want to fix them, but it continues to want U.S. economic aid. 
The linkers would make the aid dependent on rights reforms. But no 
president has been prepared to try this linkage; instead, presidents 
have reasoned that President Mubarak is too important an ally to 
risk undermining and his economic dependence is not as large as it 
used to be. 

Iran has been a classic linkage problem. Until recently, Wash-
ington’s position was to reject working with Tehran on any subject 
until Tehran abandoned its uranium enrichment program. Bush 
subsequently softened his position by linking future direct talks to 
Tehran’s agreeing to suspend rather than cease enrichment. But in 
the meantime, the United States paid a price in Afghanistan. At the 
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beginning of the war there, Tehran had been helping quietly to neu-
tralize the Taliban on its Afghan border. Bush’s linkage prevented 
such cooperation thereafter. For several years, Bush also refused to 
talk to Tehran about Iraq, though Tehran was a part of the prob-
lem there and had to be part of the solution. Since then, there have 
been talks, but at a low level. By 2008, it began to look as though 
Bush’s policy of linkage had given more leverage to Tehran than to 
Washington. 

Linkage has a mixed to negative history when based on policy 
considerations alone, but it actually provides somewhat better lever-
age when based on politics. If a target state realizes that American 
political realities simply won’t tolerate aid without reforms, for ex-
ample, it is more likely to be flexible on reforms. Politics is a fact of 
life that others can’t dismiss the way they might a policy. In general, 
however, linkage tends to delay compromises all around. 

Linkage should not be confused with a decision by both sides 
to put all issues up for discussion. This allows both more items to 
trade and can thus facilitate settlements. Leaders incline toward this 
approach when they have a plateful of consequential differences and 
desire to move beyond deadlock. During the Nixon years, this hap-
pened to a certain extent between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Today, some advocate the same all-cards-on-the-table ap-
proach between Washington and Tehran. 

Beneath the dilemmas discussed above is a deeper political and 
policy dilemma: whether to play an issue for all it’s worth politically 
or act in the national interest regardless of political consequences. 
Obviously, presidents always insist they’re acting in the national in-
terest. No memoir by any senior official will ever confirm that a  
president subordinated the national interest to his own narrow po-
litical ambitions. In fact, the memoirs rarely address politics, though 
it is the silent and often controlling presence in every foreign policy 
debate, public and private. That’s because even contemplating such 
a trade-off is the ultimate political sin, if the person contemplating 
it is caught. 

Vietnam and Iraq are the best and most controversial examples. 
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Of course, presidents Johnson and George W. Bush believed in their 
causes, but they also played politics once it became clear that they 
were far more likely to lose than win these wars. At that point, it’s 
fair to argue, both persisted less for their avowed reasons of national 
interest and more to ensure that they wouldn’t personally be held ac-
countable in history for losing. Both understood after several years of 
war that they were playing long shots by staying the course, but pre-
ferred the risks and costs of not losing to the political certainty that 
defeat would destroy their legacies. The ultimate domino was not 
Southeast Asia in Vietnam or the Gulf in Iraq, but the White House 
itself.  Johnson and Bush both decided to do whatever was necessary 
not to lose and to pass the tar baby on to their successors. 

On the other side, there are comforting cases of presidents resolv-
ing tough foreign issues, though they knew they would take political 
lumps. The Panama Canal Treaty of 1977 enhanced the U.S. posi-
tion throughout Latin America, but critics in Washington battered 
Jimmy Carter for abandoning American sovereignty there. George 
H. W. Bush worked hand in glove with Gorbachev to dismantle the 
Soviet empire against a constant barrage from conservatives in his 
own party as well as from liberal Democrats, which damaged him in 
the 1992 election against Clinton. After more than three ugly years 
of stalling and making excuses, Bill Clinton finally did take strong 
military action in Bosnia through NATO, and did so in the face of 
public and congressional opposition. 

Two recent examples, however, show how readily presidents may 
now forsake good economic and foreign policy under political pres-
sure. The first was Bush’s decision not to clear the path in 2005 
for the China National Offshore Oil Corporation’s takeover of the 
American oil company Unocal. This proposed deal was fully con-
sistent with Bush’s economic policies and his commitment to long-
term economic ties with Beijing. It posed no threat to our energy or 
national security interests. But Congress erupted, and Bush, seeing 
legislative defeat ahead, quietly sat still while Beijing withdrew the 
bid. He did the same again the next year when a Dubai company 
tried to purchase the management rights to a number of Ameri-
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can ports. Congress and especially some Democrats went crazy and 
insisted that the deal would undermine American security. Bush 
did retort that security for the ports would remain under Ameri-
can control, but he essentially backed away from a fight he probably 
wouldn’t have won anyway. 

Perhaps the most damning example of politics severely damag-
ing the national interest has been America’s continuing dependence 
on Middle Eastern oil. All agreed that this dependency made no 
sense in terms of national security. It required tying America’s fate 
to fundamentally fragile Arab regimes. Since the first Arab oil em-
bargo of 1973, the most sensible alternative would have been to raise 
gasoline taxes, squeeze auto manufacturers to manufacture more 
fuel-efficient vehicles, and develop energy substitutes. But because 
these actions would require taxpayers to dig more deeply into their 
pockets in the short and medium term, no president would stake his 
presidency on what needed to be done. 

To manage this problem is difficult because of the taboo on dis-
cussing politics openly. Politics, then, gets swept under the rug and 
triumphs in silence. Thus there’s no chance to convince presidents 
that good policy is good politics, that Americans will respect and 
vote for a president who subordinates his political future to the na-
tional interest. 

On the verge or in the midst of crises, leaders also have to choose 
between quick capitulation or compromise before wagering much 
power and prestige or betting the whole ranch on unbending firm-
ness. The right choice has generally turned on making one judg-
ment correctly: which side’s vital or crucial political interests were 
unarguably at stake; or, to put it another way, which side had more 
to lose than the other. If one state’s interests dictated doing whatever 
was necessary to prevail, the other was well advised to move on. 

On April 1, 2001, a U.S. EP-3 reconnaissance plane on routine 
patrol flying in what the United States clearly considered interna-
tional airspace collided with one of two Chinese F-8 fighter planes 
dispatched to intercept it, killing a Chinese pilot in the process. The 
U.S. plane was forced to land on Chinese territory. Bush rejected 
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the advice of his hard-liners to threaten the most serious conse-
quences if the crew were not released immediately. China demanded 
that the United States “bear full responsibility” for the incident and 
apologize. 

At first, Colin Powell insisted that the United States had “noth-
ing to apologize for,” even though he and Bush expressed regrets 
for the death of the Chinese pilot. Then, Bush wrote a letter to the 
pilot’s wife, and finally, on April 11, the United States sent a letter 
to China saying it was “very sorry” for the pilot’s death, and “very 
sorry” that the U.S. plane hadn’t received oral clearance to enter 
Chinese airspace when it was forced to land. After a little under two 
weeks of growing tension, China released the crew; much later, it 
returned the plane, disassembled. 

Without the “very sorrys,” the situation probably would have es-
calated far out of proportion to its inherent importance. To be sure, 
the Chinese acted outrageously. But Beijing had all the cards to play 
short of major confrontation. The only path for Washington to win 
would have been escalation, and the issue wasn’t worth it. Predict-
ably, the incident has been almost totally forgotten. 

On March 23, 2007, Iran captured and detained fifteen British 
Royal Navy sailors and Royal Marines on patrol in the Gulf, claim-
ing they had strayed into Iranian waters. Tehran called the presumed 
British intrusion “blatant aggression.” The British prime minister, 
Tony Blair, warned that failure to release the crew would require 
the United Kingdom to move into a “different phase.” On March 
28, the United Kingdom froze all bilateral business with Iran. Iran 
demanded that the British concede they were at fault as a condition 
for releasing the crew. On April 2, Tehran stated that all the captives 
had confessed to an illegal intrusion into Iran’s territorial waters. 
Two days later the Iranian president, Ahmadinejad, announced that 
Iran had “pardoned” and would release the detainees, and said this 
was in response to a British letter stating that such an incident “will 
not happen again.” London did this one quite slickly by not directly 
apologizing itself. 

The Cuban missile crisis of 1962 was, of course, the quintessential 
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example of when not to fold and simply finesse a problem, and how 
to manage the most dangerous test of wills. The Soviets never would 
have deployed their missiles secretly to Cuba unless they thought  
the United States under Kennedy to be weak-willed and unlikely 
to respond. Kennedy had to be tough and make U.S. vital interests 
clear, and he did. But at the same time as he took the world to the 
brink of nuclear war, he offered concessions to let the Russians save 
face, such as his pledge not to invade Cuba and his later withdrawal 
of missiles from Turkey. 

Even in the model case, even after the dilemmas are sorted out 
and all other pieces of the puzzle are thoroughly examined, there is a 
kind of weariness to the foreign policy business. The very big prob-
lems often are truly intractable. Maybe Iraq will lapse into civil war 
after we mostly depart, or maybe things will resolve themselves so 
that Iraq doesn’t become a bother or a temptation to its neighbors. 
Perhaps the United States and NATO eventually will discover they 
need a face-saving exit from the brutal history of Afghanistan. And 
it might turn out that Iran will develop peaceful nuclear capabil-
ity under international inspection and stop short of manufacturing 
nuclear weapons. 

The uncertainties of foreign policy are indeed wearying. Even 
with the best of American policies and with the optimal cooperation 
of other key states, our presidents and our leaders can’t really know 
with confidence how hellish situations like Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, 
and Pakistan will evolve. They will fret over their uncertainties and 
doubts in private, but be reluctant to share them publicly for fear of 
being tagged as defeatist. Their critics will bombard them through-
out, demanding clear answers and success. 

My foreign policy colleagues and I add to the difficulties by con-
tinuing to talk as if the problems can all be resolved and failures 
avoided if presidents only did this or that. It’s very hard somehow 
even for nonpoliticians to tell Americans the truth—that our presi-
dents can do what they can with American policy and power, and 
they can do it with more or less skill, but that final results often  
depend more on others, especially on those we are trying to help or 
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hinder. Presidents will not be able to escape this bleakness, but they 
can give themselves better chances of success and cushion the ride. 

Foremost is for presidents to realize that foreign policy is their 
most precious instrument for defining and handling problems and 
opportunities. They should not treat it as a gimmick or a political 
speech to make themselves look good for a week and deflect political 
adversaries. Policy is their chance to integrate intelligence, power, 
and strategy—means and ends. It’s the main design for ensuring 
that power is sufficient unto ends, and that goals are thus attainable. 
It is the principal method of gathering domestic support, clearing 
paths abroad for power, and enabling power to spring into action. 

Policy should be thought of as a galvanizing mechanism, not as 
the power to dictate or the right to lecture. Galvanizing power is 
the means by which to trigger coalition-building and action in the 
desired direction. It most certainly doesn’t absolve presidents of the 
necessity to compromise in order to forge needed coalitions. The 
trick is to transform necessary compromises into opportunities for 
leadership and problem solving. 

After the coalitions are in place, the coalitions and the policies 
that guide them have to be thought of as giving the United States 
leaning power, much more than threatening power. And it must be 
realized as well that leaning power takes patience, and that policy 
must help buy the required time for patient leaning. 

Leaning power can work. It’s based on America’s superior re-
sources and its advantageous strategic positions around the world 
(others still need us against bigger threats). In time, foreign leaders 
will feel the weight of what America and its coalition partners can 
do to help or hurt them. In the last analysis, however, the effective-
ness of the leaning will turn mainly on those being leaned upon, and 
neither presidents nor the American public should forget that. 

America’s leaning power will be significantly diminished if presi-
dents do their typical thing: try to ride two opposing tigers in tough 
situations and try to have it both ways. Policy dilemmas have to be 
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resolved, one tiger or the other has to be chosen, or U.S. power will 
be set at cross-purposes and cancel itself out. 

All these measures will increase the odds that American power 
will be effective—but some problems can’t be fixed even by the most 
cleverly devised policies. Too often, presidents have reacted to these 
problems from hell by throwing good lives and money after bad 
and simply passing the hell on to their successors. Too often, they 
resist small and manageable setbacks, make deeper commitments, 
and create bigger, more costly, and far more dangerous situations. 
Wise policy can help manage and explain the setbacks, and provide 
new time to adjust and perhaps eventually to prevail. 

In the end, American power and diplomacy can be only as good 
as the foreign policy on which they are based. 



C H A P T E R  1 2  

U.S. Policy and Power 
in the Middle East 

Just as Asians sought U.S. protection from China after Vietnam, 
Arab leaders now need American power to check Iran in the wake of 
the war in Iraq. This is your opening to turn the Mideast around, 
and you have the power to do it. All you need is the right strategy, 
and it’s staring you in the face. 

W ith the United States exiting Vietnam in the early 
1970s amid wails the world over for the passing of 
the American era, President Nixon and his policy 

soul mate Henry Kissinger accelerated two precariously competing 
policy lines. At home, they hyped their dire warnings: Defeat in 
Vietnam would trigger the fall of friendly countries or “dominoes” 
to communism and the decline of American credibility everywhere. 
Overseas, they ramped up a diplomatic campaign to prevent the col-
lapse of those dominoes. Move one was designed to blame the loom-
ing defeat in Vietnam on critics of the war. Move two was to restore 
U.S. power worldwide—and they did just that. 

Nixon and Kissinger’s game plan sprang from three central stra-
tegic facts: As the United States began its withdrawal from Vietnam, 
most Asian leaders saw the Americans’ defeat as a Chinese victory, 
and China as a growing threat to their security; Asian countries still 
believed the United States was the only possible counterweight to 
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China, and a relatively benign one; and therefore, whatever prob-
lems Asians had with Washington, they needed a strong America 
in their neighborhood. They feared the Vietnam debacle would 
prompt an American retreat from the region. 

Nixon and Kissinger manufactured streams of diplomacy that 
went beyond Asia itself—a cascading display of America’s unique 
role and power in the world. In Asia, they strengthened ties with 
key nations such as Japan and South Korea, and generally promoted 
new military aid and training programs. In the Middle East, they 
maneuvered for and rapidly constructed a cease-fire pact between 
Israel and Egypt, which started these bitter rivals down the road 
to a cold yet stable peace. And most dramatically, they established 
big-power triangular diplomacy with the United States as the pivot 
between the Soviet Union and China. 

Almost all of Asia welcomed and marveled at these fireworks, 
which they realized could be performed only by the United States. 
Just a few years after that dark day when U.S. helicopters lifted the 
last Americans off its embassy’s rooftop in Saigon, after that unfor-
gettable scene of defeat, the United States had already restored its 
position in Asia and was stronger than at any time since the end of 
World War II. Nixon and Kissinger helped create a new Asia by buff-
ering the last Cold War shocks and reducing the sense of regional 
danger. They thereby laid the security foundation for the dramatic 
period of Asian stability and prosperity that was soon to arrive. And 
they helped transform China from Asian enemy number one into a 
competitor and sometimes a partner of the United States. 

No one predicts such cosmic transformations for the Middle 
East in the twenty-first century. Arab leaders today are more am-
bivalent and uneasy about their dependence on America than were 
the Asians of the 1970s, and far more ambivalent about American 
power. There’s a degree of endemic anti-Americanism, exacer-
bated greatly by United States’ deep ties to Israel. Also, these Arab 
states lack the political discipline and stability of Asian countries. 
Their politics churn with ancient hatreds and their rulers sit uneas-
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ily on their thrones. Arab and Muslim political cultures are deeply 
torn between needing Western protection and resenting Western 
influence. 

Nonetheless, the United States has significant strategic oppor-
tunities in the Middle East today, and they do resemble the ones 
open to Nixon after Vietnam—contrary to the prevalent pessi-
mism of regional experts. Sunni Arab rulers today would tremble 
to see the United States defeated in Iraq and the rise of a Shiite 
Iran, every bit as much as Asians worried about the emergence of 
China. A weakened America leaves them precariously exposed to 
extremism, subversion, and insurgency. They don’t want America 
to be diminished, especially as measured against an ascendant Iran. 
Most Arab governments see the United States as the one nation 
capable of counterbalancing Iran and related threats, just as Asians 
viewed America as the sole counterweight to China. Most Arab 
leaders long for an American policy in the region that they can  
embrace and that promises success—but such a policy is precisely 
what they don’t have. 

Thus Arab leaders feel themselves threatened from without by 
Iran and from within by extremists as well as moderates. They see 
the United States as the only nation that might be able to help. That 
is America’s strategic opportunity. 

And Washington has more than just the opportunity; it has the 
power. Experts on the Middle East tend to devalue this power be-
cause they now significantly overvalue Iran’s and often misunder-
stand America’s. 

First, these experts think American power is not equal either 
to the magnitude of the problems in Arab societies or to overcom-
ing the natural resistance to outsiders generally. They are correct 
on those counts. Washington hasn’t got the power all by itself 
to solve the problems facing Arab leaders. They’ll sink or swim 
mostly by what they themselves do. But Washington has signifi-
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cant power to help deal with these problems, and in any event has 
its own interests in the region and must try as best it can to patch 
together a coherent policy to protect those interests. 

Second, experts underestimate both America’s strengths and 
the weaknesses of countries in the region. Specifically, they see 
America declining and Iran rising. They fail to appreciate that 
Iran, unlike China, is a third-tier country—still poor despite its 
oil, and backward militarily and divided politically. Its economy 
rivals that of Texas but with more oil and twice the unemploy-
ment rate, while its conventional military capability barely com-
pares with the U.S. National Guard and reserves. Its power in the 
region has grown in recent years for one reason above all—the 
blunders of the Bush administration, which Tehran has exploited 
rather competently. Tehran also profits unduly from the nonsen-
sical Washington rhetoric that portrays Iran as the region’s great 
threat and future powerhouse. As they did during the Cold War 
with the Soviet Union, Washington’s politicians and policy experts 
simply love to lavish undeserved and free power on our enemy. 

Although Washington is not as strong as it once was in the  
region and can’t issue orders to anyone, it nonetheless remains 
the paramount power there. No other state or group of states ap-
proximates American power. The European Union equals Amer-
ica’s economic clout in the area, but possesses almost no military 
punch, and lacks the unity of purpose and America’s standing with 
all regional parties. The EU can’t play a leading diplomatic role. 
Regional rulers treat it as a kind of footnote to Washington or a 
minor safety valve in disagreements with the United States. China 
counts only as a country with a veto in the UN Security Council 
and as an oil customer. It’s not a factor for the foreseeable future, 
except with regard to Iran. Russia has lost its Cold War role in the 
Middle East as the power second to the United States; but it can 
still be very helpful or harmful, especially with regard to Iran. It 
remains Tehran’s main supplier in nuclear matters. To Arabs and 
Iranians, America is still number one—for all the limitations on 
its power. 
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. . . .  

Thus the United States has the opportunity and the power to 
reestablish itself in the Middle East; what it lacks is a strategy and a 
policy to exploit its opportunity and power. 

American goals in the region should be modest, but not too 
modest, as befits the region’s complexity and U.S. interests. There 
are three major and inescapable goals. The first is to secure the oil 
supplies for at least another decade, while Washington presumably 
reduces its dependence on them. The second is to contain and neu-
tralize international terrorists who thrive in these parts. The third 
is to help Israel ensure its security. 

President Obama must factor in the limits of American power. 
Perhaps the key restraint is the anxiety of Arab leaders over the fragil-
ity of their power within their own countries and their concomitant 
fear that overt cooperation with Washington will only increase their 
vulnerability at home. The Saud family bribes its opposition with 
money and quiet support for religious extremism. President Muba-
rak, like the pharaohs, concedes little to adversaries and governs with 
relentless force and toughness. King Abdullah II of Jordan doles out 
dollops of power to rivals, but draws lines that can’t be crossed. 

While experts argue about exactly how vulnerable these regimes 
really are, the fact is that their rulers won’t gamble with their hold 
on power. None can be counted on to make the internal reforms  
we urge upon them, and they resent our even asking. Nor are they 
readily inclined to make compromises in negotiating, especially 
those perceived as benefiting Iran’s Shiite leaders or Israelis. Thus 
America’s friends in the region speak with forked tongues and act 
with annoying and duplicitous caution—not totally unlike Ameri-
ca’s policy. 

To counter Arabs’ doubts and fears, Washington needs a policy 
that will give the appearance and the reality of the wind being at 
America’s back again. Countries in the region will have to have the 
confidence that Washington’s new approach will work and make  
them more secure. This strategic momentum will emerge from  
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America’s basic power source in the region, which is about the same 
as America’s power source worldwide: the common knowledge that 
the United States, far more than any other country, can forge the 
necessary power coalitions to cure or mitigate problems. If Iran 
wants security and economic development, the road runs through 
Washington. If Tehran threatens its neighbors, American presi-
dents can deal with that as well, through economic sanctions and 
stronger measures. If Iraqis are determined to just kill each other, 
there’s nothing Washington or anyone else can do; but if the war-
ring parties want peace, Washington alone can assist. If Palestinians 
and Israelis choose peace, only the United States can broker and 
guarantee it. If Syrian leaders yearn for respectability and to solidify 
their power at home, Washington can either grease the wheels or 
apply the brakes. 

Next comes the even harder portion—reinforcing this overall 
leadership momentum with plausible policies for the specific major 
issues in the region. During the Bush years, most regional leaders 
had little idea what Washington was up to, or if it even knew what 
was going on. 

President Obama does have plausible—not great, but plausible— 
policies to try. On Iraq, he has the Bosnian model to resolve differ-
ences among the various parties by decentralizing power. On Iran, 
he can use the Libyan model, whereby Washington and Tripoli 
put all cards on the table and traded them most satisfactorily. For 
the Israeli-Palestinian talks, there is useful precedent in Northern 
Ireland, where time was taken to nurture political constituencies 
for compromise. There’s no model for Syria, only a sense that the 
ruling Alawites really want American help, but slowly and without 
a public embrace. 

Washington, then, has to decide how to prioritize and relate 
these individual efforts. Specifically, the president has to choose 
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which door to open first both in terms of American needs and in 
terms of likelihood of success in creating diplomatic momentum. 

Overall talks with Tehran must get started very soon to show 
that America is back and unafraid, but years will pass before satisfac-
tory agreements can be achieved. As for Syria, Washington can let 
it dangle for a while so long as Damascus sees America on the move 
again. Nor is it wise at the outset to press Palestinians and Israelis 
for concessions that neither side is prepared to offer at this time. 
What is essential is to initiate a plausible diplomatic process imme-
diately. Iraq has to be the first door to pry open. 

Even with the situation in Iraq having quieted, America’s  
central role in this unhappy war drags down everything else. With 
huge American resources, prestige, and power still engaged there, 
and with the president’s time and political capital still claimed by 
Iraq, the first steps must be to end all major American combat op-
erations, step up internal political talks among Iraqis, and leave in a 
way that gives the Iraqis a decent chance for stability. 

Even with the war thankfully quieting down, the president still 
has to spend enormous time and power on Iraq. Americans are still 
fighting and dying there. Direct annual costs still hit $150 billion. 
The U.S. forces elsewhere still can’t mount serious military opera-
tions because of the requirements in Iraq. Americans still demand, 
though more softly with casualties low, an end to this seven-year  
struggle—presumably, as long as it doesn’t conclude badly. 

To begin with, President Obama must carve out an agreement 
within his administration, and then on a bipartisan basis with Con-
gress, and at the same time in joint planning sessions with Iraqi  
leaders. There’s no way around this juggling act. The aim should 
not be a consensus; that would take too long and result in mush. 
The outcome has to be a clear bow to your strategy as modified in 
the three-way talks. The strategy has to be solid in its main features, 
but also must allow flexibility for unforeseen events and show an 
appreciation of risks and a plan to manage them. It can’t be perfect. 
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It should be responsive to major concerns, so long as these don’t 
undermine the thrust of the strategy itself. It must be practical, and 
must be seen as practical—and as giving the Iraqis themselves a fair 
chance to solve their own problems. 

Four goals would protect our basic interests: (1) the withdrawal of 
the bulk of U.S. troops and related support from Iraq in two to three 
years, subject to ground conditions, which fits within the November 
2008 agreement between Bush and the Iraqis; (2) Iraqi forces able to 
maintain reasonable internal order and to defend Iraq’s borders with 
a minimum residual number of U.S. training, support, and combat 
troops; (3) an Iraq that does not harbor or support terrorists; and (4) 
a political arrangement among the major Iraqi groups sufficient to 
sustain the first three aims. 

The key, of course, is the last goal, the political settlement. This 
is necessary to create conditions for security and economic measures 
to take hold. Otherwise, the risks of a new civil war will stop all 
progress. The working model for this can be Bosnia. 

As president of Yugoslavia, Tito contained the historical hatreds 
among his Croatians, Bosnian Muslims, and Serbs and the larger 
Yugoslav Federation by giving slices of the power pie to all and re-
taining all military and police power in his own hands. After Tito 
died, Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence from Yu-
goslavia and established their own separate states. Thereupon the 
Serbs, with the overwhelmingly dominant army, began killing Mus-
lims and Croats and ethnically cleansing Muslim and Croat areas in 
Bosnia in an effort to expand Serb sovereignty. The slaughter went 
on for several years until the victims were armed and the United 
States and NATO intervened. 

President Clinton and his envoy Richard Holbrooke pushed the 
adversaries into negotiations near Dayton, Ohio. They tried, ini-
tially, for shared powers in a workable central government. But there 
was no real chance of making Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, into a strong central government, given the history 
of ethnic, religious, and civil war and recent mass murders. Thus 
Holbrooke turned to a federal solution. 
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The federal idea was to divide constitutional powers in a united 
country along geographic lines, between a central government with 
limited powers and strong regional governments that largely con-
trolled their own affairs. Holbrooke pressed for a united Bosnia 
with two federations, one for the Serbs and a combined one for the 
Muslims and Croats. The underlying reality was a tripartite govern-
ment with the groups retaining their own armies as the only reli-
able means of self-protection. The war and the Serb policy of ethnic 
cleansing had already driven many from their mixed neighborhoods 
and cities into separate enclaves. The three groups signed on to the 
federal approach with two pivotal reinforcements: The European 
Union promised economic aid if the parties behaved; and a sizable 
contingent of U.S. and other forces was dispatched with the fire-
power and authority to police a peace. This approach has held to 
this day. 

A strong central government cannot work for Iraq at this time 
any more than it could in Bosnia. Centralized power in Iraq would 
mean only one thing: that the Shiite majority would have dominant 
power, which the Sunni Arabs and Kurds would never accept peace-
fully. There isn’t sufficient trust among the three groups for this 
form of government, and besides, the present central government is 
mostly nonfunctional, corrupt, and in Shiite pockets. 

The only form of government that stands a chance of keeping 
Iraq a united country is a federal system. Obviously, Iraqis would 
have to decide on the exact form and details themselves, but at its 
core, federalism in Iraq would mean a relatively weak central gov-
ernment responsible for border defense, foreign affairs, distribut-
ing oil revenues on constitutionally agreed terms, and oversight 
of currency and banking. Real legislative, administrative, judicial,  
and internal security powers would reside within the regions, be 
they three or more. This would be particularly gratifying to the 
Kurds, who already have and would continue to retain their own 
regional government. Increasingly, Sunnis seem to realize that even 
a reduced piece of territory or region under their control would be 
far preferable to being a permanent and often abused minority in a 



264   Power Rules 

Baghdad government run by the Shiites. The Shiites also increas-
ingly appear to understand that while federalism would deny their 
wish for complete control over all Iraq, they wouldn’t get that con-
trol anyway without a constant fight, and that a continuing civil war 
would put their sizable oil revenues in jeopardy. 

As in Bosnia, while the final decisions would be up to the Iraqis, 
the United States would be more than a mere mediator; it would 
have to press and cajole and remind all that U.S. troops would stay 
at some level to help keep the peace, only if the fighting died down 
reliably as a result of a political settlement. The U.S. withdrawal 
process has to be big enough to generate incentives for Iraqis to keep 
their peace, but not so swift and large as to cause Iraq to implode. It 
has to be sufficiently large to make Iraqis worry about their viability 
without inducing a sense of futility. It also has to be big and fast 
enough to sustain support in Congress. 

As for Iraq’s neighbors, they wouldn’t be thrilled with federalism. 
They regard it as a model for breaking up their own states. But if the 
Iraqis themselves bought it, their neighbors would go along. And it’s 
important to remember that if neighbors’ tolerance for Iraqi federal-
ism spelled the difference between success and failure for the United 
States in the Gulf, most neighbors would not want Washington to 
fail. President Obama, then, could lock in this support by sanctify-
ing Iraq’s political settlement with a regional peace conference. 

This new strategy would also make it easier for Washington to 
assemble the requisite power coalition to reassure Iraqis that they 
will have the necessary technical aid and international support. The 
coalition would not be a cumbersome Tower of Babel. The key par-
ticipants would be the United Kingdom, France, and Germany for 
the European Union, and Saudi Arabia. 

If Iraqis nonetheless rejected this federal model, and if internal 
wars continued, President Obama could and should move ahead 
with U.S. troop withdrawals, putting the responsibility squarely on 
Iraqi shoulders. Most Americans would be sympathetic to this care-
ful withdrawal process. Most would feel that six years of war under 
Bush and however many additional years needed to complete a with-
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drawal would be enough—and that the time had come to pay more 
heed to other critical issues. 

The South Vietnamese couldn’t put together a government that 
its huge army was willing to fight and die for against the smaller and 
far more motivated North Vietnamese. The South Vietnamese have 
suffered the consequences to this day. Iraqi leaders have to realize 
that if they can’t come to terms with one another and protect their 
own people, their fate would be worse than that of the South Viet-
namese. The Vietnamese live without civil strife and with economic 
gains under a repressive communist dictatorship. The Iraqis could 
sink into a new sea of civil war and perhaps regional war as well. And 
for all the grief this would cause to U.S. interests, Americans would 
recover from “defeat” in Iraq far more quickly than the Iraqis, just as 
Americans rebounded faster than did the Vietnamese. 

The strategic model for approaching Iran is Libya. If any-
thing, we regarded its leader, Colonel Muammar Qaddafi, as worse 
than the hawkish Iranian mullahs and President Ahmadinejad. The 
colonel had chemical weapons and was closer to nuclear weapons 
capability than Iran is today. He was a major supporter of terror-
ism, providing money, training, and safe havens for attacks against 
Americans and others. He was fostering insurgencies and wars in 
Africa. He, too, demanded the destruction of Israel. Every indict-
ment we hurl at Iran today we once charged against Libya. Our lead-
ers proclaimed almost unanimously that they could never reconcile 
with these Libyan monsters. Yet, in 2003, President Bush concluded 
the most significant agreement of his administration with none 
other than the untouchable colonel. With almost no comment, the 
United States did not block Libya from joining the UN Security 
Council in 2008 and eventually ascending to its presidency. 

Not surprisingly to diplomats, each side made concessions, and 
the arrangement met the most critical demands of both sides. Qadd-
afi stopped Tripoli’s extensive involvement in terrorism (insofar as 
U.S. intelligence could tell), provided information on terrorists to 
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Washington after 9/11, took responsibility for blowing up Pan Am 
Flight 103 over Lockerbie in Scotland, compensated the families of 
the dead, renounced weapons of mass destruction and destroyed re-
lated facilities, opened everything up for full inspection, provided 
information on other nations involved in these illegal WMD pro-
grams, and generally uttered a variety of soothing incantations. In 
return and after further progress, the United States eased various 
economic sanctions and moved to normalize relations. Bush made 
no demands that Qaddafi tenderize his nasty dictatorship. Bush, the 
self-proclaimed crusader for democracy in the Middle East, simply 
agreed to leave the colonel’s total and oppressive political power 
intact. 

The deal was simple: Qaddafi met all of Bush’s security de-
mands, and Bush agreed to Qaddafi’s staying in power and helped 
to strengthen his regime economically and diplomatically. Without 
doubt, it was the best piece of diplomacy of the Bush administration. 

Inevitably, experts contend over why Qaddafi did this, but there’s 
little hard evidence on his motives. Maybe he worried about U.S. 
forces attacking his country as they had just done in Iraq. But the 
fact is that he had started down this peace track before the invasion 
of Iraq, and according to intelligence sources, had terminated his 
aid to terrorists in 1993. Maybe Qaddafi’s oil economy was suffer-
ing badly from the economic sanctions. Indeed, it was not in good 
shape, but it wasn’t in bad shape either; oil revenues were mostly 
holding up. Business friends of Libya maintain that Qaddafi simply 
changed his mind and wanted a better and more peaceful future for 
Libya. But the truth is we don’t know, and we won’t be able to crawl 
into the minds of Iran’s rulers, either—or know just how secure or 
insecure they feel. 

We do know that Qaddafi began signaling a change of course 
long before the deal was actually concluded. Experts insist that such 
an opening has not been forthcoming from Iran. But they are wrong. 
Almost unnoticed, Iranian leaders began helping the United States at 
the outset of the Afghan War with border control and other matters. 
And most interestingly, only weeks after the fall of Baghdad, an Ira-
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nian source offered Washington what looked on the surface to be an 
incredibly far-reaching grand bargain—much like Qaddafi’s open-
ing gambit. In its offer, transmitted through and perhaps modified 
by a Swiss diplomat, Iran undertook to tackle all major American 
concerns, including “full transparency for security that there are no 
Iranian endeavors to develop or possess WMDs,” “decisive action” 
against terrorists, coordination of efforts in Iraq, ending “material 
support” for Palestinian militias, and buying into the Saudi proposal 
for a two-state peace between Israel and the Palestinians. In return, 
the Iranian document called upon the United States to recognize 
Iran’s “legitimate security interests,” end economic sanctions, and 
provide access to peaceful nuclear technology. 

Richard Armitage, the number two at the State Department at 
that time, told Newsweek in 2007 that it appeared to the administra-
tion that the Iranians “were trying to put too much on the table” for 
serious negotiations to occur. But this explanation is hard to follow. 
Why would this opening be a ploy and too big a package to negoti-
ate, whereas Qaddafi’s similarly wide-ranging offer was not? Per-
haps the Bush team believed the memo came from an unauthorized 
peace faction in Tehran, not the bosses. The problem was that the 
team made no effort to find out. 

Bush could have probed the Iranian memo without removing 
his military options. There was and is value in Iranian hotheads 
gazing into nearby waters and seeing this: U.S. carrier strike groups 
with aircraft and hundreds of long-range cruise missiles capable of 
destroying every single military and economic target of value in 
Iran—without one American soldier setting foot on Iranian soil. 
Nor was there need for Bush to lift economic sanctions at this point. 
The time was ripe then and is even riper now to wheel in diplomacy. 
In fact, in mid-2008 the Bush administration let out the word that 
it was considering opening a U.S. interests section, or a minimal 
diplomatic presence, in Tehran, the first direct American presence 
in that country since the 1979 hostage crisis. 

No one need fear a quick resolution of Iranian-American dif-
ferences. Both sides will have to engage in scene-setting minuets,  
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that is, making friendly gestures rhetorically and on the ground, to 
dampen opposition to talks. Initially in particular, both sides will 
worry about appearing weak. At the appropriate point, the U.S. car-
rier group could leave the area. Iranians could resume cooperation 
against the common Taliban enemy in Afghanistan. There are ac-
tions both sides can take that hard-liners won’t faint over. 

Meantime, President Obama has to settle two strategic questions 
up front: One is on the scope of the negotiations—whether every-
thing is on the table or just one or two issues for each side. The other 
is whether there will be any flexibility regarding Iran’s uranium en-
richment program. On the first question, the answer is the more the 
better. If each side can’t talk about what it wants, it will spend all its 
time obsessing about that and not negotiating. Also, the more items 
on the agenda, the more chances for trade-offs. Finally, the fact is 
that there are a lot of irritants on both sides. Providing responses to 
all irritants helps clear the air. 

The nuclear question is explosive. Washington doesn’t want Iran 
to have any enrichment program whatsoever, for fear of Tehran’s 
cheating and hiding enough weapons-grade material for bombs. 
And perhaps if the overall settlement is good, Tehran might relent 
on this—but it is not likely. Qaddafi may have felt threatened by 
Israel, but Iran feels the heat from several nuclear neighbors. It wor-
ries about Pakistan (because of the Taliban) and Israel for starters, 
and Iranians still fret about the Iraqis for historical reasons as well. 
(Several Iraqi leaders told me last year that they would favor Iraq’s 
having a uranium enrichment program just in case, and regardless 
of what happens with Iran at this juncture.) 

Tehran will maintain, and correctly, that as a signatory of the 
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), it has a right to an enrich-
ment program as long as it allows UN inspections. Also, Tehran will 
argue that Washington has already abandoned its strict adherence 
to the NPT in recent deals with India, Pakistan, and North Korea, 
and the Iranians would be right about that, too. It’s highly unlikely 
that under these circumstances, Tehran will abandon its nuclear 
program simply in return for Washington’s helping it back into the 
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international economic community. Nor will it buy the argument 
heard in Washington: “You Iranians are bad guys, and the Indi-
ans and Pakistanis are good democratic guys.” At some point, then, 
President Obama will have to choose: either require no uranium 
enrichment or allow enrichment under the strictest of safeguards 
and inspections, including sending all spent fuel to Russia. 

Obviously, President Obama should push for a ban and not show 
flexibility at the outset, but he may feel he has to soften somewhat at 
some point, given America’s acceptance of Pakistani and Israeli nu-
clear weapons. He may also want to trade for concessions on other 
important issues, including the following: ceasing support for insur-
gents in Iraq and supporting a political agreement there, resuming 
help against the Taliban in Afghanistan, stopping aid to all terror-
ists such as Hamas and Hezbollah, and at least being neutral on 
Palestinian-Israeli peace. It’s impossible to shove Tehran completely 
out of Iraq, because the principal power there is now—and will con-
tinue to be—the coreligionist Shiites. Also, most Iraqis would want 
an Iranian buy-in to stabilize any Iraqi settlement. 

In return, Washington will have to remove economic sanctions, 
open the international economy to Iran, and pledge noninterfer-
ence in Iran’s internal affairs. The economic card plus diplomatic  
acceptability turned out to be crucial for Qaddafi. But they were 
insufficient to move Qaddafi toward political tolerance—and this 
arena is likely to be off bounds for Tehran as well. Americans should 
maneuver for medium- and long-term movement on this front. 

Washington could use diplomatic help in these efforts. The fun-
damental partners would be key European Union countries and 
Russia, a major arms and nuclear supplier to Iran. From time to time 
and on particular issues, it would be helpful to include India, Saudi 
Arabia, Japan, and China, all important traders with Iran. 

The main task for this diplomatic coalition is to get Iranian 
leaders back to thinking along the lines of the grand bargain some 
of them seemingly proffered in 2003. The United States has the 
strength both to make such bargains and to respond effectively to 
disappointments. 
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. . . .  

Damascus poses nothing but puzzles for U.S. strategists. Syrian 
leaders, like China’s, are fixated on retaining internal power, but 
unlike the Chinese, they’re not fixated on participating in the global 
economy or spurring domestic economic growth. Therefore, Syrian 
leaders do not feel compelled to establish good relations with the 
United States simply because it’s the world’s economic leader. Syria 
makes few concessions in its foreign or domestic policies in order to 
gain the good opinion of humankind. Its people live very modestly, 
and the reigning Assad family seems quite content with slow and 
modest growth. So far at least, the Assads have given up nothing on 
the political side to buy speedier growth, and this strategy has not 
appeared to lessen their stranglehold on Syrian politics. The Assads 
and the Alawites do not think like the Chinese Communist Party. 

Nor do Syrian bosses deal with their domestic situation like the 
Iranians. In Iran, the ayatollahs, mullahs, and Revolutionary Guards 
have to bully their people all the time, and the people nonetheless 
continue to openly defy them. In Syria, however, President Bashar 
al-Assad and the former leader, his father, the late Hafiz al-Assad, 
have so institutionalized and ingrained spying and security that 
there is little protest or resistance. This relative quiet is all the more 
remarkable given that the Assads come from the tiny, ruling Ala-
wite minority. This is a small cult, neither Sunni nor quite Shiite, 
whose historical base was the northwestern mountains of Syria. The 
Alawites took control of the country in 1970 and have dominated 
its huge majority Sunni population ever since. The Alawites con-
fronted one major rebellion in Hamah in 1982, put it down by kill-
ing almost everyone in sight, and then seeded the town’s soil with 
salt. They haven’t had a front-page problem since. That is not to say 
that the Alawites sleep well at night. 

It’s hard for Washington to get a power handle on Damascus. 
The United States can’t threaten credibly to promote political oppo-
sition there; the Assads have the place locked up. The Israelis, with 
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or without American help, could destroy the entire Syrian army, the 
backbone of Alawite power, but the Assads know that and don’t do 
anything to provoke Israel. They even take some care not to be too 
blatant in letting arms and men slip over their border into jihadi 
camps in Iraq, lest the United States riposte by hitting their border 
posts. 

Thus the problem for Washington in trying to establish its power 
in Damascus is that in Syria—unlike most wannabe countries— 
heads aren’t turned by most trade and investment lures. In fact, the 
Assads seem leery of broad and swift economic development. Such 
growth would benefit disproportionately the predominantly Sunni 
commercial classes, giving them new wealth that would inevitably 
presage demands for new political power. All this diminishes Wash-
ington’s economic carrots and sticks, which have proved so potent 
with most other countries. 

If Washington can’t use an economic strategy as its central  
wedge, another approach is to work with Israel on the return of the 
Golan Heights to Damascus in exchange for normalized diplomatic 
relations and peace, and then to leverage this into improved Syrian-
American relations. The Israelis may consider the Golan expend-
able in the missile age, and the Assads would derive great prestige 
from its restoration. The quid for Israel would be an end to Syria’s 
support for Hamas, Hezbollah, and other extremists bent on de-
stroying Israel. 

If Washington can put any hooks into Damascus, it would be to 
provide the Assad clan with more internal security, prestige, pride 
of international standing, and respectability. Whereas other Middle 
Eastern countries fear association with the United States, Ameri-
cans can actually strengthen Assad. Although the Syrians lack the 
elegance and wealth of the Saudis and the culture and position of the 
Egyptians, their pride and their drive for respectability are fierce. 
There is something here for Washington to massage. Meantime, 
the United States can afford to put Syria on the back burner as it 
moves other Mideast pieces into place. 
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. . . .  

The Palestinian-Israeli nightmare doesn’t have to be 
solved next week, but a serious peace process cannot be set aside. 
Stalemate there poisons everything else. Repeated failures on this 
front also diminish American power in the region generally. A cen-
tral problem is that Washington keeps getting forced into pushing 
the Palestinians and Israelis into formal negotiations without much 
prospect of success. The diplomatic dynamic of the last decades has 
been, as they say in diplomatic parlance, counterproductive. On the 
one hand, Arab and European leaders keep pressuring Washington 
to drag the two adversaries to the negotiating table, and it eventually 
does, knowing full well the negotiations will fail—as they do, again 
and again. On the other hand, and to avoid the failure of the first 
path, Washington often sits back and does little or nothing, which 
also inflames the region and suggests American weakness. 

The challenge is to gear U.S. diplomacy to create the right time 
for a breakthrough, and the initial steps are crucial. The first move, 
alas, still has to be herding the ancient enemies to the formal nego-
tiating table. But the real efforts and America’s real power must be 
directed toward helping reshape the politics of peace within Israel 
and the Palestinian Authority. Washington needs a strategy to help 
both sides do two things: compile the trust essential for peace, and 
help Arab leaders in particular structure the political support es-
sential to make the compromises necessary for peace. The idea is 
to do in the political arena what hasn’t been and can’t be accom-
plished at the negotiating table: nurture political support for leaders 
to compromise. 

Some variation on how the United Kingdom and the United 
States mediated the Northern Ireland pact of 2006 between Prot-
estants and Catholics might shed light here. The former senator 
George Mitchell and the policy expert Richard Haass, two of the 
U.S. negotiators to Northern Ireland, explained that compromise 
flowed from both sides’ being able to “hold onto their dreams” by 
leaving open Northern Ireland’s future status. The Catholics could 
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still dream of a united Ireland, and the Protestants of remaining 
with the United Kingdom. Mitchell and Haass also related that it 
was helpful to include warring factions in the negotiations, however 
much they slowed progress. 

These approaches, however, can’t be applied wholesale to the 
Mideast. The Israelis could never agree to preserving Hamas’ dream 
of exterminating Israel and restoring Palestinian sovereignty there. 
Hamas similarly refuses to accept Israel. As of now, their dreams 
generate nothing but negotiating nightmares. 

That unfortunately leaves the United States and Israel with 
only one Palestinian negotiating partner: the weak and corrupt 
Fatah Party. This sad fact creates yet another American dilemma: 
Fatah leaders will never sign or implement a treaty with Israel that 
doesn’t have substantial political backing among Palestinians, but at 
the same time, Fatah leaders are unwilling to expend the capital to 
develop that support. There is no Palestinian leader like President 
Anwar Sadat of Egypt, willing and able to shoulder the burdens and 
personal risks of peace with Israel. Perhaps it is because the others 
remember his fate. 

This is where the experience in Northern Ireland has direct 
relevance. London and Washington strove hard to foster political  
support for peace among the warring groups. They nurtured the 
fledgling movements for a cease-fire among Catholic and Protestant 
women and businessmen. As the troubles quieted somewhat, they 
fostered an unprecedented period of economic well-being. Many in 
Northern Ireland were given their first economic stake in peace. 
These efforts at political coalition-building and confidence-build-
ing never ceased. 

Washington can do the same and more for Fatah. It will need 
cooperation from major Arab states such as Saudi Arabia, from the 
Europeans, and above all from Israel. They will all have to focus 
on and assist economic development and political constituencies for 
peace. Probably, this process should begin with an agreed statement 
of principles: a two-state solution and a Palestinian capital attached 
to East Jerusalem. 
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Yasir Arafat walked away from a most forthcoming Israeli offer 
in 2000 at Camp David because he had done nothing to lay the 
groundwork among his people for any kind of far-reaching agree-
ment with Israel, almost no matter how beneficial its terms were for 
Palestinians. With a public still so hostile to Israel, Arafat probably 
reasoned that even a great pact would look like a sellout. Some of the 
American negotiators have said in recent years that the Palestinian 
people would have accepted the offer had they known about it. But 
that’s precisely the point: They didn’t know about it. Arafat had not 
begun to prepare his public, and his opponents could and did easily 
mischaracterize the Israeli proposal. Palestinians didn’t and still 
don’t realize what a good deal they had. Recognition depends on 
trust, and that has to be developed through a variety of confidence-
building measures, especially concerning mutual security. Prime 
among these moves would be for leaders on both sides to tell their 
own people in their own native tongues that peace is necessary and 
good. If they won’t take this step, there isn’t much hope. 

The way to provide some courage to Palestinian leaders is for 
Washington to persuade Israelis to reaffirm the Camp David terms 
and related peace terms publicly. It meets virtually all Palestinian 
conditions and is obviously very close to what a final agreement 
must look like. But Israel’s quid pro quo has to be a commitment 
and a plan by Fatah to build constituencies for peace. Washington 
will also need to fashion a power coalition of key European states 
plus Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan. All of them have to buy into 
most of the strategy to make it work. 

In any event and despite the best-laid plans, Fatah may be hope-
less, and Washington and Israel may have to move on and deal with 
Hamas and the terrorists as best they can. But the United States 
does have leverage with Fatah; America is the party’s only lifeline at 
this point, so Fatah’s leaders may just realize this is their last chance 
before they sink into irrelevance. 

President Obama, however, will have to buy the necessary time 
to set the proper foundation for agreements. Bush helped out here by 
crossing an important Rubicon and pledging the United States’ sup-
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port for a two-state solution, a Palestinian and a Jewish state. That 
was crucial for the Palestinians, and the Israelis have not rejected 
it. Israel’s contribution to time-buying should be to stop expanding 
existing settlements and building new ones. It is the most neuralgic 
point to Palestinians. The only real way for the Palestinians to help 
would be an all-out effort to stop terrorist attacks. Nothing would 
mean more to Israelis. Initial U.S. diplomacy should focus on these 
tangible steps. 

Here is the game plan I would offer President Obama to kick off 
this new enterprise for Arabs and Israelis and the overall Mideast 
diplomatic surge. It starts with a presidential speech that explains  
the new American strategy. But it has to be much more than just a 
smart speech. It has to sky-write that America is back, knows what 
it’s doing, and has a plausible and compelling strategy, one that has 
support in the region and at home, one that makes the case for time, 
patience, and realistic expectations. It can be done—with some po-
litical savvy and courage. 

In that speech, you’ll remind all that two of America’s most seri-
ous and immediate security threats spring from this region—the 
threats from international terrorists and the threats to our overall 
economy from our dependence on oil. We can’t throw our hands up 
and walk away from either. Nor should you put America in its usual 
unrealistic corners—promising early solutions that turn to gossa-
mer or making chest-thumping threats that turn into real wars. 

American strategy in the Middle East will hinge on the needs of 
the countries of the region for peace, stability, and fairly distributed 
economic growth—and the realization of these nations that the 
United States alone has the power to help them, to lead, to build co-
alitions to address these problems. The key moves are twofold: first, 
to disentangle carefully and slowly, but with determination, from 
the Iraq War; and second, to treat Iran both as the main regional 
threat and as a potential competitive partner. Washington has to 
prove that the bulk of its resources and power won’t endlessly be 
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locked into Iraq, despite the promise of the 2008 withdrawal agree-
ment. The Iraqis are certainly ready for us to commit to withdraw-
als. At the same time, we have to reassure both Israel and our Arab 
allies that we will deter and counter any mounting threat from Iran, 
even as we engage Iran in broad talks to change the overall relation-
ship. As Nixon and Kissinger did with China, the strategy should 
show how we are both reeling in the Iranians with prospects of im-
proved relations, while deterring them. 

You’ll need extensive consultations before the speech. That 
doesn’t mean your minions should go around asking everyone,  
“What should we do?” There’s no quicker and surer way to lose 
confidence, especially among Arabs. If you don’t come to them with 
the core of your strategy intact, they’ll think you have no confidence 
in your own strategy. Give them your overall approach, then listen 
to them all—senators, Arabs, and Israelis. They’ll tell you things 
you hadn’t thought about enough. Include their suggestions, so long 
as they don’t trash your basic strategy. Be confident, not cocky. 

You’ll want to set realistic expectations. Specific dates should be 
avoided, but you’ll need to convey that you’re looking at the duration 
of your first term for results to materialize. On a background basis, 
you can explain to the press and Congress that you expect the full 
transfer of war-making responsibility to Iraq to take two to three 
years, unrushed talks with Iran to take three to four years, and the 
Palestinian-Israeli political situation to gel over perhaps the same 
amount of time. (Of course, you’ll have some secret successes to pull 
out of your back pocket as you go along.) 

Then, you’ll need to show that you’re not simply waiting for 
Middle Eastern miracles. You’ll pledge to go full speed ahead at 
home to develop alternative fuels and conservation programs to 
lower dependence on Gulf oil. You will unveil an action plan to  
make homeland security a reality rather than a political laugh line. 
America can’t be a serious country without personal safety and eco-
nomic resiliency against terrorist attacks. 

Your final punch line has to stress that the United States will 
not tumble into another diplomatic graveyard or military sinkhole 
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in the Middle East on your watch. You won’t fear to negotiate and 
make compromises in the mutual interest. You will put American 
power on the line for the best outcomes in the region. But either 
way, with or without peace in the region, you will prepare for the 
worst at home and ensure American security. 



C H A P T E R  1 3  

Necessity, Choice, and Common Sense 

Foreign policy is common sense, not rocket science. But it keeps get-
ting overwhelmed by extravagant principles, nasty politics, and the 
arrogance of power. These three demons rob us of choice, which is the 
core of a commonsense foreign policy. 

The United States is at the point of declining as a nation and 
a world power, with mostly sighs and shrugs to mark this 
seismic event. Astonishingly, some don’t believe the situ-

ation is all that serious. A few say it is serious and hopeless, and still 
others that it’s serious but reversible. I count myself among those 
who think the situation is most serious yet within our capacity to 
reverse—if we’re clear-eyed about the causes and courageous about 
addressing the cures. 

As of now, in the view of many, the United States is becoming 
merely first among major powers, and heading to a power level be-
tween present-day China and our current exalted position. This 
would be bad news for the United States and for the world. If it 
were to happen over time, it would leave the world without a leader 
to sustain world order and help solve international problems. No 
single country or group of countries, and no international institu-
tions could conceivably replace America in this role, and leaders the 
world over know this well. 
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The decline starts with weakening fundamentals in America. First 
among them is that we’ve allowed our economy, our infrastructure, 
our public schools, and our political system to deteriorate. The result is 
diminished economic strength, a less vital democracy, and a mediocrity 
of spirit. These conditions are not easy to reverse. A second reason for 
our decline is how ineffectively we have used our international power, 
thus allowing our and others’ problems to grow and fester. 

Our nation must attend to both problems, even more the former 
than the latter. But here I attend principally to fixing how we think 
about American power and make our foreign policy. The decision-
making drill, though complex in substance, is a relatively straight-
forward process. Most foreign policy professionals understand it 
well: Find out what’s really going on in other countries; figure out 
our problems and opportunities, the likely interplay of power, and 
what we can and can’t accomplish to meet essential needs. Of course, 
professionals will argue among themselves and make mistakes. But 
both the arguments and the mistakes will be within reasonable 
bounds, and policy will be adjusted as events evolve. Our down-
fall has been that we have often transformed this sensible procedure 
into farce and the farce into tragic foreign policy. 

Of course, we ourselves are the guilty parties, or more spe-
cifically, the many among us who have used what I call the three 
demons—ideology, domestic politics, and the arrogance of power. 
Time and again, these demons come to dominate or at least exer-
cise disproportionate influence on governmental and public debate 
about foreign policy. I call them demons because they are persistent 
tormenting forces, not subject to the normal give-and-take. The 
true believers or cynics who employ these demons have a passion 
that is hard to counter with arguments based on reason or fact. 

Once the demons grab hold of a policy, American leaders leap 
skyward, with wild descriptions of threats and assertions of bold and 
unattainable goals. At these moments, when chasms yawn between 
rhetoric and reality, our leaders commit their most tragic and costly 
mistakes. The United States is no longer strong enough to afford 
these mistakes. 
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The demons ensnare our leaders into thinking about what they 
“must” do, rather than about what they can do. They create seeming 
necessities or imperatives that rob us of choice and thus of the es-
sence of our common sense. And common sense should be the basis 
of our foreign policy. It is, after all, what our leaders usually wind up 
resorting to after years of policy failures. 

Common sense is what rescued us at critical periods of our his-
tory. It is what saved our values from floating off into empty dreams 
and focused them instead on concrete plans to reconstruct West-
ern Europe and Japan. It’s how we won the war in Asia after we 
lost the battle in Vietnam. It’s how the Cold War was won without 
a war. It is hard to imagine any other approach that can possibly 
fit this new and bewildering world. Common sense has to be our 
answer precisely because it is less about answers and more about 
questions, the very questions we have ordinarily run away from. It 
tells us not what to think about problems, but how to think about 
them systematically. 

A return to common sense—pragmatic, problem-solving—won’t 
be easy. Those possessed by the demons are much tougher fight-
ers than the moderates who are constrained by the reasonableness 
of common sense. But common sense is worth the fight because it 
offers the best hope for using America’s substantial power effectively, 
and because power is still the necessary means to solve problems in 
the international affairs of the twenty-first century. 

The first step back to a realistic grasp of power is to face the fact 
that the United States is beginning to decline at home and abroad. 

The bases of America’s international power are U.S. economic 
competitiveness and political cohesion, and there should be little 
doubt at this point that both these bases are in decline. Many ac-
knowledge and lament faltering parts here and there, but they avoid 
a frontal stare at the deteriorating whole. It is too depressing to do 
so, too much for most people to bear. The federal deficit is now pro-
jected at $1.2 trillion for fiscal year 2009, a three-fold increase over 
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2008, and, with the costs of medical care and social security sky-
rocketing, is likely to get even larger. The federal debt is already 
staggering as it tops $10 trillion. We are now the biggest debtor 
nation in history, and no nation with a massive debt has ever re-
mained a great power. Our heavy industry has largely disappeared 
to foreign competitors, cutting deeply into our independence in 
times of peril. Our public school students trail their peers in other 
industrialized countries in math and science. They can’t compete 
in the global economy. Generations of Americans now, shockingly, 
read at the grade-school level, and know almost no history, not to 
mention geography. They are simply not being educated to become 
guardians of a democracy. 

Nor have these signals of decline inspired politicians to put the 
national good above partisan interests, or problem solving above  
scoring points. Republicans act like rabid attack dogs in and out of 
power, and treat facts like trash. Democrats seem to lack the deci-
siveness, clarity of vision, and toughness to govern. This tableau of 
domestic political stalemate begs for new leadership. 

The nation that not so long ago outproduced the world in arms and 
consumer goods, the nation lionized and envied the world over for 
its innovative, can-do spirit and its capacity to accomplish economic 
miracles, has become Katrina-ized and Iraq-ized—overwhelmed by 
the tasks it once performed with competence and relative ease. In 
many areas of public endeavor, we are now incompetent. 

Conditions in many countries around the world have improved 
considerably, but many remain woeful and are getting worse. There 
is now a steady stream of internal conflicts and genocidal bloodlet-
tings, a cascade of failed and failing states, whiffs of renewed nasty 
competition among great powers, a wildfire of international crime, 
worries about worldwide health pandemics, food shortages, envi-
ronmental disasters, rampant religious extremism, and a ceaseless, 
deadly international terrorist threat. 

The world is an almost unfathomable montage of primitiv-
ism amid unprecedented global plenty, of new riches in countries 
that have been poor for centuries, of great gulfs between rich and 
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poor nations—and between the rich and the poor within them. It 
is as if almost half the world has reverted to a Hobbesian state of 
nature, where life is “nasty, brutish, and short,” a pre-state condi-
tion where tribes devour each other in ritual rivalries. Meanwhile, 
most of the other half, including both mature and budding na-
tions, now have to spend more of their own time and resources 
restoring their own shaky economies and are bound to do less to 
help the drowning nations deal with poverty or insecurity. 

The real danger in this universe of primitivism and plenty is not 
of new wars or explosions among major states, or a world war, or 
even a nuclear war. It is the specter of nations drowning—constant 
drownings in the face of the steady uptick in terrorism from Somalia 
to India, civil wars, tribal and religious hatred, lawlessness, poverty 
amid extravagance, disease, environmental calamities, governmen-
tal incompetence, weak leadership and weak governments, cruelty, 
and indifference. Many nations are going under because they are 
simply unable to cope, and they will drag others down with them. 

Managing these problems lies beyond the power of weak states 
and poor governments. And they don’t receive much succor from 
their neighbors and regional organizations. The United Nations 
helps with refugees, health, and the like, although its members 
don’t seem eager for additional responsibilities. Nongovernmen-
tal organizations heroically make life more bearable for ordinary 
people in unbearable situations with irredeemable governments. 
Major powers like India, China, and Russia are not ready to lend 
others a hand, both because they are still evolving and because 
they lack the tradition of helping those less fortunate than them-
selves. Europe and Japan do help in various ways, consistent with 
sustaining their own high standards of living. Then again, only 
the starry-eyed expected more from these countries. 

What is unexpected and tragic is that the international drown-
ings are multiplying at the very moment of America’s decline— 
when the one nation most likely and most able to help them can’t do 
as much as it has done in the past. The tragedies take place when the 
United States can’t prevent them with new Marshall Plans and new 
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NATOs. Nor have the foreign policies of our last two presidencies 
provided the world or the United States with much to applaud. 

After confronting the reality of America’s declining power, 
the next step toward redeeming it is to acknowledge and to confront 
the destructiveness of the demons. Principles, politics, and the arro-
gance of power have done—and will continue to do—great damage 
to our own interests. 

Everyone wants to be on the side of advancing freedom and de-
mocracy and combating communism and terrorism. That desire, in 
turn, opens the floodgates to setting unachievable objectives. No 
presidential appointee wants to be accused of making proposals per-
ceived as weak that would “kill us in Congress,” or “lose the next 
election” for the president or party. And no civilian feels comfort-
able in the wimpish position of telling the U.S. military that it can’t 
do the job (when the military itself is loath to admit any shortcom-
ings). Even when the demons don’t win arguments outright, they 
invariably triumph in fixing the direction of policy or in eliminating 
viable alternative policies. 

Everyone who has served in government is familiar with these 
experiences. Everyone is also aware that how people behave in these 
demon-driven situations determines their reputations and how they 
will be portrayed—as liberals, wimps, non–team players, loose  
cannons—and that these characterizations usually last forever. Few 
have been punished in the government job market for being con-
servatives or hawks. People don’t like to talk about this, but it is the 
constant, private lament of Washington’s professionals. 

The demons, to be fair, are both a blessing and a curse. In a curi-
ous way, they derive even more power from this duality. Principles 
or ideals serve both to ennoble American causes and to produce ex-
cesses. There’s a fine line between the good reasons for promoting 
democracy in Egypt, for example, and pushing leaders of that nation 
toward unrealistic and unwise political concessions to extremists. 
Politics is integral to the democratic process at home, as well as the 
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cause of politicians acting against the national interest in order to 
win or stay in public office. While acting with confidence is good, 
it must be short of the arrogant belief that you can do anything re-
gardless of realities. 

It takes courage to question whether a country is ready for de-
mocracy and to question whether Washington is pushing too hard. 
Doing so exposes the questioner to charges of callous indifference 
to American ideals and disrespecting foreign cultures. Such a person 
is readily tarnished as a nonbeliever in America or someone with 
prejudices against Arabs or Africans. 

The problem with principles is not unique to ideals such as free-
dom and democracy. It applies to any set of principles that are el-
evated into dogma. These principles include anticommunism, anti-
terrorism, realism, and globalization as doctrines. They all lead to 
exaggerated goals and truncated means. They all divide the world 
into black and white, thus inhibiting serious and subtle distinctions, 
which are an essential element of sound policy. 

If principles are waved around openly and flagrantly, politics in 
foreign policy is more like the proverbial elephant in the room— 
the overwhelming presence that everyone pretends not to notice. 
It’s there, and everyone is calibrating its effects. But mentioning it 
is taboo. No one wants to bring profane domestic politics onto the 
sacred turf of national security. Retired senior officials rarely even 
touch on the subject in their memoirs. Politics comes into the open 
only on nonsecurity matters like trade or immigration, which are 
generally recognized to be “political.” Otherwise, it’s a subject one 
talks about only with friends who are moving to Oklahoma. 

A terrible price is paid for all this silence—the crucial political 
calculations being made about the political viability of a policy are 
never seriously examined. Participants in the debate generally make 
their own private assessments of the politics and grind these into 
their policy recommendations. None of these judgments gets exam-
ined, and the consensus almost invariably points toward toughening 
policy, though often without persuasive reasons for doing so. Few 
are willing to appear “not tough enough” and risk not being invited 
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to the next meeting. This silence also opens the door to exaggerat-
ing threats to justify the bolder counterthreats. 

Though the following story is not exactly on point, it offers a 
telling glimpse at what politics does to ostensibly sane people in  
Washington. As I recall it, one day Senator Jacob Javits swooped 
me up from my desk into his office. “We’ve got to get right down 
to the floor,” he barked. “There’s an important issue I’ve got to deal 
with. The Postal Service has issued a stamp commemorating the 
first circus in America, and they’ve got it wrong. It wasn’t in Clear-
water, Florida, it was in Saratoga Springs, New York.” When we  
arrived on the Senate floor, the scene was nothing short of miracu-
lous. It was still morning, when senators appeared only to give pro 
forma speeches like noting the independence day of Estonia. For the 
only time in the two years I spent with this great senator from New 
York, there were upwards of fifteen senators present and debating 
with some vehemence where exactly the first circus had been per-
formed in America: “No, it was in Clearwater, Michigan.” “No, it 
was in Oshkosh, Wisconsin.” And so on. Each pronounced in turn 
and then went on to name a city in his own state. Old Senator John 
Williams of Delaware heard the ruckus, wandered onto the floor, 
and sat at a desk with an amused smile. Finally, he asked for the 
floor, and intoned: “You are all wrong. The first American circus 
was not in Clearwater, Florida, or Saratoga Springs, or—It was in 
Philadelphia in 1776 when the Continental Congress declared itself 
to be the U.S. Congress.” If Congress often resembles a circus, and 
it does, high-level meetings in the executive branch on U.S. foreign 
policy sometimes seem divorced from reality, flying like a kite with 
only a string of reason to link it to planet earth. 

Along with politics and principles, arrogance of power—the run-
away confidence that America and Americans can do anything they 
put their minds to—also attends these meetings. It’s our can-do 
spirit, our fierce national will, the American character, and it can 
vanquish even the laws of gravity. 

Self-confidence in the face of challenges is a boon. But embrac-
ing unfavorable odds without the wherewithal is hubris. No official 
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wants to say that the United States can’t do something—or anything. 
A military officer risks his career if he points out that the forces ap-
proved by the secretary of defense and the president for Iraq are 
inadequate to the mission. He opens himself to the charge of lacking 
“can-do spirit.” Ambassadors hesitate to argue against a demand by 
Washington for them to do some table-thumping abroad. It would 
cast doubt on whether they have the stomach for the job. With ex-
ceptions, the premium is on thinking that we can do anything if 
we’re tough and determined enough. Being weak is punished. Being 
tough and failing is not. 

In a sense, Americans are driven to excess by the very qualities 
that make them so special—their self-confidence and their impulse 
to help others toward a better and freer life. At the same time, these 
potent instincts allow the extremists in our midst to carry us away, 
to exaggerate the threats to us, to override sensible limits, and to 
narrow debate. The power of the demons permits the extremists to 
ignore complexities and reduce arguments to potent simplicities. 

These simplicities—good versus evil and toughness versus weak-
ness—play into the larger political arena, into the media’s penchant 
for black-and-white drama, and into the congressional impulse to 
score points. For most of the last half century in American foreign 
policy, the demons have prevailed in the internal battles. 

Look at the history of the Cold War to see just how much 
damage the demons have caused. To be sure, there have been im-
pressive successes like President Harry Truman’s phalanx of produc-
tive international institutions, President Richard Nixon’s diplomatic 
triumphs around the world, and President George H. W. Bush’s deft 
conclusion to the Cold War. But these have been overshadowed by 
many costly mistakes. Time and again, our leaders overrode their 
better judgment and gave in to the demons. 

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles persisted with his public 
theme of “rolling back” the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe and 
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stirred these captive peoples toward hopeless revolutions, even 
though he understood that President Eisenhower would never risk 
world war for any of their causes. He was driven by his righteous 
anticommunism, which to him justified any cost. 

President Kennedy sent a few thousand Cuban expatriates to hell 
in the Bay of Pigs, though no one could explain to him beforehand 
how the mission could possibly succeed without the U.S. air cover 
he refused to provide. But he feared that if he called off the opera-
tions, Republicans would accuse him of wimping out. In sum, he 
was prepared to sacrifice the lives of the Cuban invaders to his own 
political reputation. 

Presidents Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson warred in Vietnam 
with the rationale that they were preventing the Soviet-Chinese 
communist monolith from conquering first Asia, and then the 
world. But from the late 1950s on, U.S. intelligence had firm evi-
dence that no such monolith existed. In fact, the CIA knew there 
was a highly exploitable Sino-Soviet split. The two Democratic 
presidents and Richard Nixon were all driven by anticommunism, 
fear of the political consequences of losing a war, and hubris about 
America’s strengths. 

After the Arab oil boycott in 1973 and its clear demonstration 
of America’s dependence on a critical commodity in the world’s 
most volatile region, Nixon and Henry Kissinger were sufficiently 
alarmed to create an “energy czar” and hold a conference on energy 
supplies. But, subsequently, neither they nor their successors did 
anything about it. The price has been two wars, costly defense bud-
gets, and enormous outflows of American wealth. All feared to tax 
citizens to prevent this. 

President Carter committed the blunder of thinking and stress-
ing at the outset of his administration that the war on “isms” was 
over, despite increasing evidence that the Soviet Union was becom-
ing more rather than less assertive. Carter was so convinced that  
our anticommunist ideology had been the major cause of crucial 
U.S. policy errors that he concocted a naive counter-ideology, which 
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weakened U.S. power and policy everywhere, as did his incredible 
passivity when Iran held fifty-two Americans hostage for 444 days. 
Carter was an unusual, if not unique, case of a president driven by a 
pacifist ideology. 

President Reagan rightly helped the mujahideen oust Soviet 
forces from Afghanistan, but was so fixated on anticommunism that 
he completely missed the new terrorist threat there, as he did later 
in Lebanon after a terrorist attack killed 241 U.S. servicemen. The 
terrorists surely got the message that he didn’t want to tangle with 
them. Reagan was heading into difficult political winds and wanted 
to avoid popular backlash over further loss of American lives. And 
what but crazed anticommunism could have led to the Iran-contra 
affair: trading arms to Iran for American hostages in order to pro-
duce illegal monies to fund anticommunist contras in Nicaragua. 
His own adviser told him this was an “impeachable offense.” 

President George H. W. Bush, for all his sophistication in or-
chestrating the demise of the Soviet Empire, and in other ventures, 
committed serious errors of his own in the name of a realist foreign 
policy. First, he clearly sided with Saddam Hussein against Iran by 
providing him with arms and intelligence, just as Reagan had. Then, 
Bush also looked the other way when Saddam began to threaten 
Kuwait. The U.S. ambassador to Iraq at that time, April Glaspie, 
had even gone so far as to tell Saddam: “We have no opinion on the 
Arab-Arab conflicts.” Saddam surely took this as a green light to 
invade Kuwait. A hard line from Bush before the invasion almost 
certainly would have stopped Saddam in his tracks. 

These decisions by Bush all appear to be mistakes stemming 
from excessive devotion to an ideology of realism that undervalued 
values and overvalued Saddam’s importance to the United States in 
containing Iran. Bush also essentially gave the green light to Serbian 
ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Croatia when he went along with 
Secretary of State James Baker’s line that Americans “don’t have a 
dog in this fight.” Stopping genocide did not square with Bush’s re-
alist ideology of the national interest. 

The list of President Clinton’s mistakes includes hesitation, back-
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tracking, and inaction—the quintessential sins of liberal politics. He 
seemed to operate on the erroneous assumption that he didn’t need 
a foreign policy in the post–Cold War world, that a domestic and 
economic policy would suffice. During the presidential campaign, 
he promised to end the genocide in Bosnia, only to dally for three 
years before taking action. He tarried again before taking military 
action in Kosovo. But the worst, as Clinton admits, was his inaction 
in the face of the Rwandan genocide. Not only did he reject the Pen-
tagon’s modest plan to set up a safety zone on Rwanda’s border, but 
he and his team also opposed sending additional UN troops. And he 
was plainly in search of domestic political redemption in his grossly 
overeager attempts to conclude major agreements with Yasir Arafat 
and Kim Jong Il in the last days of his administration. Throughout 
his years in office, Clinton didn’t care much about what was going 
on overseas so long as he felt the American people didn’t care either. 
He wasn’t going to get out front and expose himself politically. 

Which brings us to the fiascoes of President George W. Bush. He 
rushed blindly into the Iraq War without hard evidence and fought 
it for years without a clue—no information, no plans, just pride-
ful boasting. He ignored an abundance of advice about these prob-
lems. All the while, he rejected diplomacy. Instead, he frequently 
threatened Iran and North Korea to halt their nuclear programs— 
or else—only to retreat at every turn. He ignored expert advice that 
his threats would fall on deaf ears. And now, Pyongyang probably 
has nuclear weapons and Iran may not be far behind. Bush was cap-
tive to his own version of a new antiterrorist ideology, his utter de-
votion to the ultraright’s mania for military force, and the national 
arrogance he came to embody. 

The demons seem primed for the second decade of the twenty-
first century. One can almost sense their giddy anticipation as they 
hear what American leaders, Democrats and Republicans alike, have 
said about Afghanistan, the Russian military moves on Georgia, and 
other matters as 2008 came to an end. 
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Despite all the chest-thumping rhetoric, several unhappy truths 
can be predicted about Afghanistan: Both Republicans and Demo-
crats will continue to favor increasing U.S. troop levels and other 
commitments there, because it can become home again to a dan-
gerous al-Qaeda and as another reason to remove the troops from 
Iraq. Despite these efforts in Afghanistan, ultimately the situation 
will probably continue to deteriorate. The Soviet and British armies 
could tell us a thing or two about fighting in that country—and 
losing. In the end, the Afghans will determine their own fate. 

Fighting the Taliban and al-Qaeda, the villains of 9/11, remains 
popular in America, and this popularity drives American strategic 
thinking so hard that it has become dogma. The chorus now consis-
tently sings this memorable line: We have no alternative but to win 
in Afghanistan and we must prevent the return to power of these 
terrorists. While that would be good, the underlying realities are 
that the Western-backed government in Kabul is corrupt and can’t 
run a country, much less a war, and the Taliban still have a substan-
tial following and they do know how to fight. 

Piling up American commitments in this country promises only 
slight chances of success on historical and practical grounds. That 
should send American leaders into an active search for alternative 
policies. There is talk of a strategy named “surge and negotiate,” 
meaning increasing our military punch and then offering compro-
mises to the enemy. That approach needs to be fleshed out to give 
Washington a decent chance of success in forging a political settle-
ment with the adversaries and a course of action to deal with ter-
rorists should the compromises eventually fall through. The British 
used a divide-and-conquer technique to try to separate various kinds 
of opponents and extremists, and turn them against one another. 
This technique has a good history because no group, including the 
Taliban and al-Qaeda, is monolithic. Every group is splittable to a 
certain degree, especially if backed up with strong economic incen-
tives for those who behave well. But the strategy needs something 
more, something on the military side in the event that the inter-
national terrorists once again start using Afghan territory. In this 
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case, a strategy of deterrence should not be excluded. The United 
States has the military capability to do great damage to anyone in 
Afghanistan who intends harm to ourselves and to our allies. We can 
destroy Afghan poppy fields and conduct operations against terror-
ist leaders and headquarters without reoccupying the country. And 
President Obama would do well to demonstrate that great capability 
to punish early on in his administration. Defense Secretary Robert 
Gates understood this psychology quite well. He said in a speech in 
late 2008, “Today we also make clear that the United States will hold 
any state, terrorist group or other non-state actor or individual fully 
accountable for supporting or enabling terrorist efforts to obtain or 
use weapons of mass destruction—whether by facilitating, financing 
or providing expertise or safe haven for such efforts.” 

American leaders, then, should be obsessing not on why they 
must win, but on whether they can win at all, and if so, at what cost. 
And they need to be looking at reasonable policy alternatives. 

Another case in point is Washington’s reaction in the summer of 
2008 to Moscow’s strategy first to bait and then to bloody Georgia 
over South Ossetia and Abkhazia, two Georgian provinces with close 
ties to Russia. After the Russians occupied the provinces and parts 
of Georgia as well, American and European political leaders outdid 
themselves in vague warnings and threats to Moscow to back off— 
though they never threatened military action or a boycott of Rus-
sian oil and gas. The warnings were no more than wrist slaps, such 
as keeping Moscow out of the World Trade Organization, dump-
ing Russia from the G-8, and suspending its membership in various 
for-show NATO groups. Russian leaders eventually removed their 
troops from Georgia proper, but the rhetoric on both sides pointed 
toward overreach and trouble. 

There are many additional opportunities for the demons. Our 
Sunni friends in Saudi Arabia could awaken one day to a revolution 
among their Shiites, and then see what happens to oil prices. Presi-
dent Obama will also have to muse on the prospect of civil war in a 
post-Castro Cuba and an Islamist revolution against the Mubaraks 
in Egypt. President Obama could also be the first to respond to 
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a series of environmental disasters caused by global warming. And 
one can only imagine what the demons would demand in the event 
of new terrorist attacks on American soil. 

The demons create ideological and political imperatives or 
necessities. Necessity admits of no serious discussion. It simply has 
to be. Necessity makes victory in Iraq look as easy as the conquest 
of Panama and transforms centuries of Vietnamese culture and 
history into a manageable square on the strategic chessboard. Ne-
cessity leads presidents and their advisers to establish dangerously 
unachievable goals that greatly exceed our power, that may or may 
not represent the wishes of the people they’re intended to help, and 
that justify engulfing us in quagmires from which arrogance alone 
promises to extract us. 

Defeating Hitler and Hirohito in World War II was a true ne-
cessity, but how best we could do this was up for debate. Contain-
ing Soviet communism was also a true necessity, but the places and 
the means should have been debated and often weren’t. Defeating 
the terrorists is a new true necessity, but how to distinguish among 
them and combat them needs to be freely examined, and that’s al-
ready hard to do. Necessity removes choice. 

The core problem here is not our democracy or our ideals or our 
power. It is ourselves. In part, leading Democrats and Republicans 
mishandle the politics of foreign policy. Most Democrats adhere to 
fundamental liberal beliefs about the value of negotiations and coop-
eration with other states. At the same time, however, they calculate 
that this will sound too soft to mainstream America. So, they always 
seem as if they are torn between their beliefs and their politics, cre-
ating the impression that they were for something before they were 
against it, and against it before they were for it. They convey uncer-
tainty about what they’ll do, and the public senses this and then loses 
confidence in how the Democrats would manage national security. 
By contrast, the Republicans exude nothing but conviction about 
being aggressive, standing up to any possible adversary, and paint-
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ing the world in simple black-and-white. They are forever proclaim-
ing that they would never allow America to be pushed around in the 
world. And though they have little regard for careful formulations of 
problems and difficulties, and though the public senses this as well, 
mainstream America appears to like the Republicans’ conviction. 
Thus it has more confidence in the GOP than in the Democrats on 
the handling of international affairs. 

In part, moderates are reluctant to fight for reasonable portrayals 
of problems and what we can do about them, or for choice, which 
they know to be the essence of a good foreign policy. The moderates 
know that good policy requires an open and honest review of the 
facts. They know that the effective use of power requires being able 
to push a range of buttons until some are found to work. Yet mod-
erates don’t fight for choice. Instead, they allow extremists to twist 
what is good and special about us—our ideals and our democratic 
politics—into a denial of choice. We cannot conduct an effective 
foreign policy if we allow necessity to crush choice. 

The foreign policy community of experts and officials does not 
appear to be as alarmed as I am by the demons and the necessities 
they create. This community is less concerned with what derailed 
good policy in the past or what might do so again in the future, and 
more focused on what a good foreign policy should now be. That’s 
fine—as long as that new policy both makes sensible use of Ameri-
can power and is capable of doing battle with the demons. 

Most foreign policy experts are pushing for a new grand strategy 
to replace the old containment strategy. They are disposed toward 
big ideas and toward wedging all the pieces snugly together into 
that one big, neat theory. They’re not enamored of loose ends or 
unintended consequences, which call their expertise into question. 
To their credit, most contribute value, perspective, and insights, al-
though not without drawbacks. 

The neoconservatives rightly remind Americans of the irredeem-
able and irreconcilable evil out there. But then they paint almost all 
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foreign opponents (and some of their domestic ones as well) with a 
similar brush. As for past enemies such as Russia and China, the neo-
conservatives peg them as future enemies as well. As for America’s 
allies, particularly the European ones, the neoconservatives portray 
them as mostly worthless in that they lack any useful military power 
and are averse to the use of force. Their list of enemies and unwor-
thy allies is so extensive as to leave little room for allies and for the 
exercise of power other than the threat and use of military force. To 
the demons, they must look like best friends. 

The reality is that neoconservatives will never be happy with-
out promoting some form of ideological warfare. Robert Kagan, for 
one, argues that instead of the old ideological controversy between 
communism and democracy, there is a new one: democracy versus 
autocracy—the United States versus the new autocracies of China 
and Russia. 

But Russia and China are not going around the world and pros-
elytizing for their forms of government the way their communist 
predecessors did. Rather, Moscow is playing its old power games by 
trying to muscle its neighbors, but this time mostly with economic, 
not military, power. At this point China is interested almost solely 
in protecting itself internally. The only preaching being done by 
these two autocracies is against American “unilateralism,” and they 
do this to give themselves some elbow room for their own limited 
concerns. 

If there is anything approaching an ideological battle in the world 
today, it’s between what others perceive as American unilateralism 
and their own new sense of entitlement. 

The realists, comfortable with power, rightly remind us to focus 
on our vital interests and not on all the world’s problems. But they 
are often too impressed by power per se. Many of them were too 
eager to embrace Saddam, for all his sins and unpredictability, as a 
counterweight to Iran. Many now are eager to excuse the rough be-
havior of Russia and China as merely what big dictatorial nations do. 
Nor have they paid much attention to how to use American power 
with failed or failing states or with new transnational issues such 
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as the environment. And realists continue to chafe at the value of 
values and the president’s need to espouse them to sustain his for-
eign policy at home. Their realism is sometimes actually not “realis-
tic” enough and at those moments overlooks both policy choices and 
areas that call for the application of power. 

The liberal internationalists still exist today as an important ele-
ment within the Democratic Party. Their most impressive contribu-
tion has been to keep reminding Washington of the necessity for 
negotiations with adversaries and cooperation with allies in almost 
all instances. And since the Vietnam War, they have been calling 
for new international institutions without being specific or practical 
about them, and they have been drifting toward softer and more un-
realistic definitions of power. To formulate their strategy is difficult 
because it is mainly a call for more negotiations, more multilateral 
diplomacy, and less reliance on military power and force. To compli-
cate matters further, when they come under great political pressure 
many of them appear to abandon these principles and become war 
hawks themselves, as with Iraq. 

Some of the liberal Democrats have joined, interestingly, with 
neoconservatives to form a new group that advocates a concert of 
democracies or some kind of institutional alliance to consolidate  
like-minded democracies. That sounds helpful and might even be 
helpful, if its advocates would demonstrate how they propose to 
corral the large number of democracies (over 100), including Bo-
tswana, Costa Rica, Peru, India, Israel, Mauritius, and South Africa, 
as well as most of Europe. Besides, they make little room in their 
concert for Russia and China, which aren’t democracies but matter 
more than almost all those other democracies put together when it 
comes to diplomatic coalitions and power. 

Then, of course, there are the globalizers who, to their credit, 
bear witness to the new centrality of economics, which the national 
security–oriented foreign policy clan traditionally ignores—out of 
ignorance. But globalizers still tend to overplay their hand by sug-
gesting that economics will bring peace and democracy. Notori-
ously, they scant diplomatic and military choices. 
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George Kennan, who fathered the containment policy that most 
experts of today explicitly seek to emulate, would probably be first 
in line (along with the great Dean Acheson) to argue against a new 
unified field theory or a single holy grail for U.S. foreign policy. 
He would do so partly because he never believed in holy grails. But 
I think he would also point out that there are no defining contests 
among major powers of the kind that typically anchored and ordered 
overall strategies throughout history. I believe he would also say that 
no universal policy can satisfactorily encompass today’s diversity of 
interests, the unprecedented range of problems, and the new power 
of the weak to resist the powerful. 

A commonsense foreign policy is probably the only approach 
that would satisfy Kennan’s correct concerns. It is not a new holy 
grail. It does not revolve around great-power conflicts that no longer 
exist at their previous levels. And it allows for the diversity of the 
twenty-first-century world. 

A commonsense policy, however, does not mean a seat-of-the-
pants or ad hoc policy. It means an approach that allows our leaders 
to examine each situation on its own merits and link it to others 
when linking is justified by evidence and reason. Nor is it rudderless; 
indeed, common sense insists that policy be embodied in strategy, 
priorities, and clear direction. And common sense also allows us 
to treat the strategy, the priorities, and the direction as guidelines, 
rather than as straitjackets. 

In contrast to all general policies, a commonsense policy is 
indeed untidy, but its positive attributes are indisputable. It com-
ports with an untidy world and doesn’t prescreen facts that don’t 
fit the theory. It offers most policy choices a fair hearing. It also 
accommodates our ideals, always stressing achievability rather than 
posturing or threats. Common sense certainly doesn’t preclude 
flexing our military muscles or using military force, either; mili-
tary deterrence, containment, and punishment remain crucial. But 
before the cannon fire, common sense demands a strict accounting 
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of alternatives and of probable consequences. Common sense adopts 
diplomatic and economic power as a means of pressuring other na-
tions and to solve problems. 

A commonsense foreign policy boils down to five guidelines for 
choosing ends and means. 

First, make America strong again by restoring our economic dy-
namism and pragmatic, can-do spirit. 

Our resources and our will to help the world are the ultimate 
basis of our international power. If these deteriorate, our power 
abroad shrinks; it is as simple as that. To prevent this shrinkage will 
require giving far higher priority to energy independence, physical 
and human infrastructure, and homeland security. 

The issue is whether brave new leaders will emerge to minimize 
self-destructive partisanship and act together in the national interest. 

Second, understand clearly that mutual indispensability is the 
fundamental operating principle for power in the twenty-first cen-
tury, meaning that the United States is the indispensable leader but 
needs equally indispensable partners to succeed. In other words, 
succeed together or fail apart. 

Three points underpin this proposition: (1) the United States 
is the indispensable leader in the world and can’t be replaced; (2) 
America’s power to lead is not the power to dictate, but rather the 
power to solve major international problems; and (3) America needs 
to form coalitions with equally indispensable partners, to add their 
power to its own. 

The question is whether Washington and its key partners—major 
global and regional states—will show the wisdom and skills needed 
to compromise in order to form such power coalitions. 

Third, focus U.S. policy and the power coalitions on what can 
hurt us the most—terrorism, threats to the global economy, nuclear 
proliferation, the environment, and global pandemics—and then 
just mind other threats as best you can. Policy and power can’t work 
without clearly set priorities. 
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The good news is that the United States and other key states have 
substantial common interests in these areas, which should facilitate 
compromise and cooperation. 

One problem will always be with us: the strain of forging common 
action when faced with unforeseen events and with events that seem 
to affect certain countries more than others. 

Fourth, remember that international power works best against 
problems before, rather than after, they mature. This fact implies 
developing power coalitions early on to combat the agreed-upon 
and foreseeable threats. 

It’s fashionable to argue that power fares best in crises. That 
may be true in domestic affairs, but in international affairs, nations 
become so entrenched in their positions during a crisis that war has 
historically been more likely than peace. 

The issue, obviously, is to spur common action far in advance,  
putting the burden on the leading nation to provide the impetus and 
the proposed plans for dealing with international threats. 

Fifth, realize that while the essence of power remains pressure 
and coercion based on relative international position, in other re-
spects power isn’t what it used to be. 

The strong can’t expect to command the weak the way they did 
in the past; the weak now can resist, and do. 

Traditional power doesn’t work very well against today’s prob-
lems—terrorism, poverty, tribal and religious conflicts, and climate 
change—because these are mostly within nations rather than be-
tween nations. They’re harder for power to reach. 

Power today must be a matter more of riding economic and diplo-
matic tides rather than confronting military storms, and this means 
that power will work more slowly now than before. Economics and 
diplomacy are slower processes than a military strike. 

All this puts a premium on whether key nations will see the new 
contours of power correctly and will have the patience to give this 
power the time it needs to perform. Such patience is absolutely es-
sential in the twenty-first century, because nations now are both too 
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strong to simply roll over to demands by major powers and too weak 
to make concessions without time-consuming preparations. 

There is a natural grouping in American politics to support such 
a commonsense approach—a union of traditional Republican Party 
realists such as Henry Kissinger and James Baker, and Truman-
Acheson Democrats such as Joseph Biden and Sam Nunn. These 
two groups of realists have more in common with each other than 
with most members of their own political parties. While their party 
allies tend to focus on posturing for certain self-proclaimed ideals, 
these two groups of realists focus on solving problems with adversar-
ies and allies alike by means of both diplomacy and military power. 
The union of these two groups of realists was exemplified in a recent 
book by Zbigniew Brzezinski, a Democrat, and Brent Scowcroft, a 
Republican. Basically, they demonstrated that there was a comfort-
able fusion of concern for power and interests, on the one hand, with 
long-term implementation of American values, on the other. These 
two groups are natural allies in thinking, though not in political 
action—and that’s been the problem. They still stick largely to their 
own political kind. 

These realist and commonsense principles, which certainly 
can be adjusted by good minds, are not self-executing. They have to 
be fought for in the policy and political arenas, where the demons 
and their handlers have presided. But moderate political leaders and 
moderate policy experts can pick up the cudgel of common sense, 
and win. 

Moderates won the critical policy battles of the Cold War. You 
moderates, too, can wield common sense on the Senate floor, on 
television talk shows, and in White House meetings. You have lots 
going for common sense: its simplicity, its being every bit as much a 
part of the American character as the demons are of American poli-
tics, the record of historical tragedies caused by its neglect, and the 
poor state of affairs within America today. 
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Common sense has always been integral to American culture,  
and can be etched back into the political culture as well, if you keep 
pushing it and appealing to it. While some Americans have become 
addicted to extremism, most can be weaned away from this by em-
phasizing the practicality of common sense. You need to persist in 
asking questions, then asking them again: “What makes you think 
doing ‘more’ will work, and what if it doesn’t?” “You’ve been taking 
this same position for years, and where has it gotten us?” “What 
do you mean by ‘dire consequences’?” Make the advocates for the 
demons be specific. It will show how little they have behind their 
bluster. 

Don’t concede the values field to the extremists: You’re all for 
freedom, democracy, and the American way, the practical way, the 
way we did it in Germany, Japan, and South Korea. Tell people 
you want a policy based on values—but one that works, and doesn’t 
simply emit clouds of asphyxiating blue smoke. Make them answer 
questions about the viability of their approach. In debate, whoever 
has to answer the most questions loses. Be confident that Americans 
don’t want to be led into blind alleys in which you will lose the na-
tional treasure. Stand your political ground. 

Had our leaders rooted their arguments in common sense and 
fought for it, we would have been spared most of the policy horrors 
of the last fifty years. Most made no sense at the outset, or very soon 
thereafter. Where were the voices asking: “You mean to tell me that 
we should start a major war in Iraq without any idea of what we’ll do 
when Saddam is gone, and before we finish the job in Afghanistan, 
home to Osama bin Laden?” And: “You mean to tell me that just be-
cause we made the mistake of committing our power to a losing and 
unjustified proposition, we should compound the mistake by stick-
ing to it for another decade?” Where were the policy experts when 
it came to asking this: “If you say we can’t accept Iran as a nuclear 
power, do we go to stop it and, if so, how do we square this with ac-
cepting nuclear-armed crazies like Pakistan and North Korea?” Or 
this: “Explain to me again how we pay the price for a better environ-
ment here without other countries doing the same, and still remain 
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able to compete economically?” Or: “Can’t we deal with adversaries 
the way we did with China, Russia or Libya, and make distinctions 
between adversaries and evil men?” Or: “Do we really think we’ll be 
the first major power to pacify Afghanistan?” Or: “Do you actually 
believe that the terrorists will behave if we cure the world of pov-
erty?” Or: “If what you’re proposing doesn’t work, what do we do 
next, and after that—and how is it all going to work?” 

Yes, questions grounded in basic common sense get squelched 
for fear of political retribution and because our public debate has 
become overwhelmed by declarations of American principles and af-
firmations of American military might. But they get crushed mainly 
because moderates simply don’t fight. 

You’d think that by now all this would be obvious, and that we 
would have done something commonsensical about so many of what 
turned into our worst foreign policy misadventures. 

You’d think by now presidents, more than anyone else, would 
have made that fight for common sense, if only to protect them-
selves from predictable failures. 

You’d think that senators and congressmen would be ashamed 
and indeed mortified by their failure to seriously oversee fundamen-
tal decisions about war and our economy, our lives and treasure, or 
by their utter failure to have moved toward energy independence 
decades ago. 

You’d think that our generals would speak out vigorously when 
their civilian superiors order them into battle without adequate 
resources and manpower, on missions that will only squander the 
brave lives under their charge. 

You’d think that serious journalists would revolt when their 
networks and newspapers devote far more time and space to the 
weather, partisan shouting matches, lost mountain climbers, kid-
napped children, O. J. Simpson, and the travails of Britney Spears 
than to major policy issues. You’d think their editors would know 
that our democracy can’t function unless they help Americans sort 
out fact from fiction. 

You’d think that community leaders across the nation, Repub-
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licans and Democrats alike, would be sickened by the absence of 
serious, intelligent public debate on domestic and national security 
issues. You’d think that these same people would be alarmed by the 
deterioration of public schools—and demand change. 

You would think that our leaders would notice that our nation— 
the world’s beacon of immigrants’ dreams for centuries, and the only 
country that can maintain a semblance of world order—is heading 
toward winter. 

Will it require an unmitigated disaster to wake us up? Or even 
then, will liberals and conservatives just continue to devour each 
other? 

Every great nation or empire ultimately rots from within. We 
can already see the United States of America, our precious guaran-
tor of liberty and security, beginning to decline in its leadership, in-
stitutions, and physical and human infrastructure, and on the path 
to becoming just another great power, a nation barely worth fearing 
or following. 

I was on precisely this depressing tear recently with a group of 
West Point cadets—and then I stopped in my rhetorical tracks. I 
said to them that this message of frustration and gloom was only 
half of what I really wanted to say to them. Yes, I wanted to send 
up flares signaling that we’re losing our way and our power, and 
that we’re in trouble. But even more important, I wanted to leave 
them with what is really driving me, with the strongest belief that 
we Americans are worth fighting for—both across the oceans and 
especially here at home. Don’t doubt that we alone can provide the 
leadership to solve the international problems that will otherwise 
engulf us all. And for all America’s faults, don’t doubt that we remain 
the last best chance to create equal opportunity, hope, and freedom. 
But to restore all that is good and special about our beloved country 
and to rescue our power to solve problems will require something 
that has not happened in a long time: that pragmatists, realists, and 
moderates will unite and fight for their America. 
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