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by societal forces in the public arena like interest groups, public opinion, and 
the media, and all are also impacted by forces from the international arena.

Regardless of the nature of these actors’ interactions, the foreign policy 
outputs they produce have outcomes—not just in the international arena but 
also on the United States itself (as the 9/11 attacks dramatically showed). These 
outcomes may have limited or no impact on others, or they may fundamentally 
change the dynamics of international politics. Either way, the nature of these 
outcomes and their magnitude can often produce feedback that leads to new 
inputs to the foreign policy–making system. Thus foreign policy making can be 
seen as a virtually never-ending process of adapting to external challenges and 
opportunities.

The Plan of the Book
In our effort to understand how and why U.S. foreign policy is made, we will 
follow the general framework provided by the model of the foreign policy–
making process. In the first part of the book, we will look at inputs. Perhaps the 
most important inputs are the ones in our minds—how we think the political 
world works, how it should work, and why. Chapter 2 will focus on these inter-
pretive ideas, which lead to a discussion of four major theories of international 
relations. Next we will look at the inputs that come from the external politi-
cal environment of the international arena, the internal political environment 
within U.S. borders, and the environment of conditioning ideas that shape U.S. 
behavior. These environmental inputs are the focus of Chapter 3.

In the second part of the book, we will examine various decision-making 
processes. That’s right—processes plural. There are many ways decisions get 
made, and oftentimes the process used depends on who is in the decision-making 
group. So Chapter 4 will focus on the major governmental foreign policy–
making actors, Chapter 5 will look at how individuals and small groups make 
decisions, Chapter 6 will examine bureaucratic politics and policy making, and 
Chapter 7 will focus on how Congress participates in foreign policy making. 
Beyond these governmental actors, other societal groups—like interest groups, 
think tanks, the media, and individual opinion leaders—also get involved in for-
eign policy making. These nongovernmental actors and their influence on policy 
making will be the focus of Chapter 8, and other societal factors like political 
culture and public opinion will be examined as well. Chapter 9 examines how 
foreign actors—individuals, groups, or organizations—also get involved in the 
making of U.S. foreign policy. As you will see, many different actors and their 
diverging viewpoints combine to shape U.S. foreign policy decisions.

In the third part of the book, we will wrap up our examination of the U.S. 
foreign policy–making process. In Chapter 10, we will take a brief look at the 
types of foreign policy outputs that are the product of this process and the kinds 
of outcomes that they generate. In Chapter 11, we will suggest some conclud-
ing thoughts by looking toward the future. We will offer suggestions about the 
changing nature of future foreign policy priorities, possible changes in the mix 
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of actors who make U.S. foreign policy, ideas about how the processes by which 
foreign policy is made might change, and how foreign policy outputs may shift 
in the future.

Our goal in this book is to help you understand the people and politics 
involved in making U.S. foreign policy. To assist in that effort, we will offer 
learning objectives at the start of each chapter. Keep them in mind as you read 
the chapter; they can prove useful in guiding you through the reading. Also 
periodically, we will have boxes inserted in the chapters. The material in these 
boxes provides more in-depth, real-life illustrations of the theories, concepts, 
and relationships we are trying to convey. Important terms and concepts will be 
presented in boldface. These are defined in the chapters and also included in the 
glossary at the end of the book.

Finally, we hope by the end of the book you better understand certain 
things. These include the following:

•	 Who makes foreign policy matters.
•	 What motivates these actors can vary tremendously.
•	 Policy making is shaped by both international and domestic inputs.
•	 There are many different ways to reach foreign policy decisions.
•	 Those resulting decisions have impacts on others.

Once you have a firm grasp of these points, you will know far more about U.S. 
foreign policy making than do most Americans and will be poised to act on that 
understanding for the rest of your life!

Glossary Terms
Foreign policy  the goals and actions of the U.S. government in the international system.
Inputs  the stimuli that cause potential foreign policy makers to act.
Outcomes  the consequences of foreign policy outputs.
Outputs  the actions taken by foreign policy makers in response to the inputs they 
receive.
Presidential preeminence model  the idea that presidents dominate foreign policy 
making for the issues they care most about.
Shifting constellations model  the idea that presidents and their White House advisers, 
elements of the foreign policy bureaucracies, and Congress compete for policy-making 
influence and who dominates the process can change as foreign policy issues change.
Takfiri terrorists  Muslims who believe in Takfirism, the notion that any Muslim who 
does not believe as they do is an infidel and must be killed.

Endnotes
	 1.	 Carolee Walker, “Five-Year Remembrance Honors Victims from 90 Coun-

tries: Nations United Will Win War on Terror, Officials Say,” Washington File, 
September 11, 2006, available online at http://www.america.gov/st/washfile-english 
/2006/September/20060911141954bcreklaw0.9791071.html.

http://www.america.gov/st/washfile-english/2006/September/20060911141954bcreklaw0.9791071.html
http://www.america.gov/st/washfile-english/2006/September/20060911141954bcreklaw0.9791071.html




 11 

Chapter 2
Interpretive Ideas: The 

Impact of Foreign Policy 
Theories

What motivates the leader of the world’s greatest military power to call for nuclear 
disarmament, as President Barack Obama did in Prague in 2009?
Source: SAUL LOEB/AFP/Getty Images
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Introduction
Since the mid-1970s, the U.S. presidency has been occupied by Jimmy Carter, 
Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and now 
Barack Obama. When it comes to their foreign policy agendas, these leaders 
stressed some similar and some different goals, as well as different means to 
achieve them. As we will see in Chapter 3, some of these decisions were driven 
by factors arising in the contexts in which these leaders found themselves. How-
ever, these decisions were also the result of the basic ideas each leader had about 
what was really important and how the political world works. Such concerns 
lie in the realm of theories of foreign policy. In this chapter, we will discuss the 
importance of theories, outline the four major ones often applied to U.S. foreign 
policy, and then illustrate them with real-life examples.

Theories and International Politics
Theories are sets of interrelated ideas that explain some reality. Often thought 
of as cognitive maps, theories simplify reality by telling us what matters—and 
what does not—and what the relationships are regarding the topics that inter-
est us. Like lenses, they bring certain things into focus. You and I use theories 
every day. We rely on theories of nutrition and how the body works to tell us 
what to eat and what not to eat, how and when to exercise, what personal 
habits are associated with long life, and so on. If our car doesn’t start, we don’t 
have to be expert auto mechanics to check whether the battery is dead. We un-
derstand some basic relationships about how things are or how they work, and 
why some things are good and other things are bad. Theories are no more than 
these bundles of interrelated ideas that help us interpret things.

Further, theories of foreign policy tell us what policy makers care about 
and why, and they often prescribe actions to achieve foreign policy goals. 
Theories help foreign policy makers organize facts and determine appropriate 
actions in the international arena. Four major theories can be identified that 
help us understand foreign policy behavior: realism, liberalism, idealism, and 
constructivism.1

Learning Objectives
•	 Define a theory.

•	 Identify the roles played by 
theories in foreign policy 
making.

•	 Differentiate among realism,  
liberalism, idealism, and 
constructivism.

•	 Apply each of these four theo-
ries to a case of foreign policy 
making.
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Realism
“Political realism” is the name given to a bundle of ideas that have their roots 
in the observations of writers like ancient Greece’s Thucydides or the Italian 
Renaissance’s Machiavelli. However, world events in the 1930s and 1940s led 
writers like E. H. Carr, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Hans Morgenthau to emphasize 
how they thought the international system really was rather than on how they 
wished it to be.2 Their concerns revolved around the security dilemma—how 
states protected their security in a system marked by anarchy without alarming 
other states, which would then respond by enhancing their security measures. 
The result could be an arms race that could erupt into violence.

To these thinkers, the most important essence of how the international 
system worked, and thus the essence of what they chose to call realism, was 
that (1) humans banded together and interacted as groups, (2) such groups were 
motivated primarily by self-interest and the greatest self-interest was survival, 
and (3) survival depended on the possession of power.3 Thus in the 20th cen-
tury, realism meant states sought to maintain or increase their military power 
so they could gain or protect their national interests. For example, a realist ex-
planation of the origins of World War II would stress that Germany and Japan 
were states on the rise that wanted to ensure their survival and needed to in-
crease their material resources. To do so required them to expand their terri-
tory at the expense of others. Thus Japan attacked China in 1931 and again in 
1937, and Germany attacked Poland in 1939 and France the next year. When 
Japan attacked U.S. forces at Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor naval base in 1941 and 
Germany backed its ally by declaring war on the United States shortly thereaf-
ter, the United States was thrust into a global war that had grown far beyond its 
East Asian and European origins.

Of course, reducing the most meaningful aspects of foreign policy to the 
ideas that societies are greedy and power-seeking means other aspects are mini-
mized, and not all would agree that these points capture all the most meaning-
ful aspects of how the international system works. So-called neorealists reject 
the idea that states are greedy seekers of power for their own sake. Instead, neo-
realists argue that in an international system marked by anarchy and without 
any coercive authority to which one can turn for protection, it is only prudent 
to seek, maintain, and increase one’s own power resources. In essence, when 
there is no law enforcement agency, one has to protect oneself. Thus neorealism 
sees this inadequacy of the international system itself as the reason states to act 
as they do—not as a result of their inherent bad nature.4

Realists also generally share the assumption that states are rational, unitary 
actors. To them, it doesn’t really matter who the country’s leaders are at any 
given point in time, because national interests objectively exist independent of 
personalities. States face situations in the international system to which they 
need to respond, and that is what concerns realists—not who the leaders are. 
For example, policy makers might think that the most dangerous time is when 
states are undergoing power transitions relative to each other. A challenger state 
may be eager to start a war to demonstrate its growing power, or war could be 
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more likely when the challenger reaches power parity and is dissatisfied with 
the status quo.5 Therefore, it is little wonder that U.S. policy makers pay careful 
attention to states like Iran that may be developing nuclear weapons and states 
that did like North Korea to offset their already significant regional military as-
sets. Thus U.S. foreign policy makers may often think in such realist terms, and 
they focus on the power resources of the United States and how they compare 
with the power resources of others.

However, an oft-heard criticism about realism and its variants is that, by 
accepting the premise that only military power and national interests really 
matter, the same old international system is maintained, and wars and other 
violent conflicts remain the norm. Those who think more positive changes in 
the international system can be achieved tend to see the world differently. If 
they think “what states want is the primary determinant of what they do,” 
then those foreign policy makers wishing for a more peaceful international 
system can act to create such a system.6 We next turn our attention to those 
thinkers.

Liberalism
Classic liberalism is marked by an emphasis on the rights of an individual per-
son over the rights of the collective state. If individual liberty matters most, 
then individuals should not only be free from undue state control, they should 
also have the rights to pursue their own economic opportunities and have a 
say in their own governance. Consequently, classic liberals stress individual 
freedom, free-market capitalism, and democracy.7 Classic liberals also assume 
that humans are cooperative by nature, and such cooperation is just as pos-
sible in international as well as domestic politics. By the way, we are using the 
term “classic liberalism” here to distinguish it from the way the term “liberal” is 
more commonly used in U.S. political discourse. Most Americans who use the 
term “liberal” are generally referring to “welfare liberalism”—a preference for 
state action on behalf of endangered groups in society—and that’s not exactly 
what we are discussing here.

When applied to foreign policy, classic liberalism produces a pronounced 
preference for states with some form of democratic or representative regimes 
that respect the individual liberties of their citizens and allow capitalism to 
operate as freely as possible. Not only are such liberal political and economic 
systems thought to be best for their own citizens, they also produce a liberal 
or democratic peace. The historical record shows that well-established liberal 
democracies do not go to war with other well-established liberal democracies. 
A variant of this idea is that advanced capitalist systems do not go to war 
against each other. Such a capitalist peace is based on the idea that these ad-
vanced capitalist economies are often highly intertwined and wars are therefore 
bad for business.8

The idea that liberal regimes avoid war with each other and foster 
cooperation is not new. Enlightenment writers like Montesquieu and Kant were 
saying similar things in the 18th century.9 So as the number of liberal democratic 
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resources (in terms of both blood and treasure) to pursue more narrow national 
interests that could actually be achieved.

Realist thinking dominated the Cold War period beginning in the late 
1940s, but toward the end of the Cold War, idealism made a bit of a come-
back. In his brief time as president, Gerald Ford tried to make human rights a 
more important aspect of what the United States was trying to promote inter-
nationally. His successor, Jimmy Carter, largely abandoned anticommunism as 
the guiding force in U.S. foreign policy and instead made the promotion and 
protection of human rights the guiding force behind how the U.S. government 
evaluated and reacted to other governments.

Most recently, George W. Bush sought to take advantage of the U.S. role 
as the lone remaining superpower to impose democracy and regime change 
in the Middle East by force, beginning with Iraq in 2003. The idea was that a 
democratic Middle East, free of authoritarian regimes, would help solve many 
international problems arising from this conflict-ridden region. Further, one 
might assume that former president Bush would see the popular revolts in 
the “Arab Spring” of 2011—where the people rebelled against authoritarian 
regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Syria, and Libya—as proof that his ideas 
were correct.

Realism, liberalism, and idealism have something in common. Each of these 
labels denotes what its adherents see as objective beliefs about how the inter-
national system works or should work. Another way of understanding interna-
tional politics is more instrumental in nature. Foreign policy is typically made 
by groups, and members of groups often agree among themselves about what is 
important and why, and then they act on the basis of these socially constructed 
realities. To understand this more subjective phenomenon, we must consider 
another theoretical approach.

Constructivism
Unlike the theories discussed to this point, constructivism involves a subjec-
tive set of ideas about how we understand reality, not necessarily about what 
that reality is. Constructivists believe reality is socially constructed.14 To the 
extent that members of a group share a set of ideas about how things are and 
reinforce that set of beliefs in their repeated communications with each other, 
they assume that their ideas are accurate and act on the basis of that socially 
constructed reality as if it was an objective reality.

For example, during much of the Cold War between the United States and 
Soviet Union, most Americans thought communism was an evil menace seek-
ing to destroy them. Given how widespread that societal agreement was, U.S. 
leaders typically interpreted Soviet actions as threats even when the Soviets did 
not mean to be threatening. Moving to the present, there is little question that 
Israel possesses nuclear weapons and in fact has far more nuclear weapons than 
does North Korea or even Iran, but U.S. leaders worry a lot more about North 
Korea’s nuclear weapons and Iran’s nuclear program than about those of Israel. 
The difference here is primarily “social.” Israel is seen as a friend and de facto 
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EU, Western European leaders typically showed considerable respect for in-
ternational organizations and multilateral approaches to solving problems.  
Further, states like France and Russia had a history of doing business with Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraqi regime. Thus, when inspectors of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) failed to find stockpiles of banned chemical weapons in Iraq in 
the 1990s, a typical European viewpoint was that—given the considerable ex-
pertise of those inspectors and the perception that Saddam Hussein’s regime no 
longer represented a military threat—the weapons must no longer exist.

However, the same material fact—that chemical weapons seemed to be 
missing from Iraq—generated a very different response from top members 
of the George W. Bush administration. President Bush, Vice President Dick 
Cheney, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, and Deputy Defense Secretary 
Paul Wolfowitz seemed to have somewhat less respect for the UN and its as-
sociated member organizations like the IAEA. When such organizations acted 
contrary to U.S. interests, they were often ignored or circumvented, and these 
decisions were usually justified by stressing that policy makers were protecting 
U.S. national sovereignty. Further, Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz per-
ceived Saddam Hussein as an evil person and his Iraqi regime a threat to both 
the region and U.S. national interests. Sharing their distrust of Hussein’s regime, 
these officials could not accept the fact that the weapons were no longer there. 
In this social construction featuring an evil leader (and possibly less respect for 
international agencies), top members of the administration constructed a reality 
that said these chemical weapons must still exist (after all, an evil regime would 
not just get rid of them) and they must have been hidden away for future use, 
and this “fact” made the Iraqi regime even more dangerous.16 In each case the 
material facts were the same, but differing social constructions led to very dif-
ferent interpretations of the meaning of such facts.

Now that the main ideas of these four theoretical approaches have been 
outlined, a more detailed illustration can be provided of how they offer differ-
ent lenses through which to view, interpret, and understand foreign policy. The 
expansion of the NATO military alliance provides a nice example.

The Theories Applied: NATO Expansion
How do these differing theories help us understand who makes U.S. foreign 
policy and why such policy is made? U.S. support for NATO expansion to the 
east provides a good example of these theories in action.

The refusal of the Soviet Union to remove its troops from Eastern Europe 
in the late 1940s, along with its instigation of the first Berlin Crisis in 1948, led 
to the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty in April 1949. The 12 original sig-
natories—Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States—
vowed to come to each other’s aid if attacked. The surprise invasion of South Ko-
rea by communist North Korean forces in the summer of 1950 created a greater 
sense of urgency, and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was cre-
ated to serve as an ongoing military structure ready for use on short notice if 
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needed. West Germany then joined NATO in 1955, and the Soviet Union re-
sponded by creating the Warsaw Pact, a corresponding anti-Western military al-
liance in Europe. Besides the Soviet Union, the Warsaw Pact initially included 
the communist-bloc states of Eastern Europe: Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, 
East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Romania. Albania pulled away in 1961 
and formally quit the alliance in 1968. Over the course of the Cold War, Greece, 
Turkey, and Spain joined NATO, but as Western European states already friendly 
to the United States, their inclusion did not provoke a strong Soviet reaction.

As the Cold War was ending, the Soviet Union dissolved the Warsaw Pact 
in 1991, and the Soviet Union broke up into 15 independent states—the largest 
of which was Russia. President Boris Yeltsin and other Russian leaders expected 
NATO to be dissolved as well, but it was not.17 Instead, NATO expanded 
steadily eastward toward Russia through the inclusions of the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, and Poland in 1999; Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, 
Slovakia, and Slovenia in 2004; and Albania and Croatia in 2009. NATO’s ex-
pansion eastward caused great alarm among Russian leaders who perceived 
NATO as an inherently anti-Russian military alliance. To them, NATO’s en-
croachment into Russia’s traditional sphere of influence in Eastern Europe was 
a highly provocative act. Given such Russian perceptions, why did the United 
States support it? Our four theories provide different answers to this question.

Realism and NATO Expansion
Based on realism, U.S. support for NATO expansion is simple and straight-
forward. Even after its old nemesis the Soviet Union dissolved into 15 newly 
independent states, the Russian Federation was still a potential threat to the 
United States or U.S. interests. Russia had been a great power before the 1917 
Bolshevik Revolution, and in the 1990s it still possessed significant military ca-
pabilities, not to mention thousands of nuclear warheads.

Given the lack of any overarching authority to constrain Russian expan-
sion, neorealism would suggest that the United States look out for its own inter-
ests vis-à-vis Russia. By increasing its number of members, NATO could present 
a stronger united front against possible Russian actions in the future. Such a 
stronger united front should deter Russia from undertaking risky or provoca-
tive actions. Expanding NATO’s membership deeper into the old Soviet sphere 
of influence and closer to Russian borders would make it easier to project U.S. 
power against the Russian Federation should that become necessary at some 
future point.

Liberalism and NATO Expansion
Liberalism sees increasing international cooperation as a positive for the 
international system. States are either naturally cooperative (as per lib-
eralism), or they recognize that cooperation serves their national interests  
(as per neoliberalism). In the context of the post–Cold War era, admitting for-
mer Soviet client states (e.g., the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, 
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to Congress on NATO expansion are worth quoting, as they illustrate official 
U.S. thinking on NATO expansion:

•	 NATO enlargement contributes to the broader goal of a peaceful, undi-
vided, and democratic Europe.

•	 Enlargement will yield benefits for the United States, NATO, and Europe.
•	 NATO enlargement carries costs.
•	 Costs to the United States will be modest.
•	 There are greater costs and risks to not enlarging NATO on the current 

schedule.
•	 The United States and NATO are committed to constructive relations with 

Russia.19

Regarding Russia’s opposition, the report says:

The United States and its NATO Allies are committed to building a strategic 
partnership with a democratic Russia; indeed, that effort and NATO 
enlargement are both part of the same enterprise of building a peaceful, 
undivided and democratic Europe. While many Russian leaders have expressed 
opposition to NATO enlargement, this initiative can serve Russia’s own long-
term security interests by fostering stability to its west.20

Thus a constructivist interpretation would be that U.S. leaders agreed among 
themselves that NATO expansion was a good thing, as it strengthened the U.S. 
identity as a peace-loving society by making Europe safer. In this way, NATO 
expansion furthered U.S. interests in a peaceful world and improved the future 
for Central and East Europeans at the same time. Russian fears could be dis-
missed because, as a defensive alliance, NATO represented no offensive threat 
to Russia, and NATO expansion was in Russia’s long-term interest.

This societal construction of reality was widely held in the West. Virtually 
all the elites of Central and Eastern Europe were in favor of NATO expansion, 
the existing NATO members in Western Europe were in favor of it, and U.S. 
elites were in favor as well.21 Among the U.S. public in 1997, a strong major-
ity was supportive of NATO, a slight plurality favored NATO expansion, but 
a strong majority was found favoring NATO expansion among those who said 
they followed the issue carefully.22 Thus, foreign policy makers and the mem-
bers of the attentive public were united in their support of NATO expansion.

As noted earlier, NATO had been socially constructing its identity for nearly 
half a century as a defensive entity that saw itself as nonthreatening to others. 
As NATO members saw it, the Soviet Union had been a threat to NATO, not 
the other way around. Thus the fears of NATO as a threat to Russia seemed 
unfounded among NATO members. On the other hand, the norms of NATO co-
operation had become an important part of the military and political culture of 
NATO members—particularly of Germany. These norms were reinforced over 
time with joint training missions and multinational military assignments. With 
no one other than the Russians arguing the opposite viewpoint, NATO expan-
sion was socially constructed as an absolute good, and the “goodness” or value 
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As shown in the chapter-opening photo, 
on April 5, 2009, President Barack Obama 
made a much-heralded speech in Prague, 
Czech Republic, in which he called for 
a world free of nuclear weapons. Not 
since the 1950s when President Dwight 
Eisenhower called for sharing nuclear 
technologies in a program called “Atoms 
for Peace” had a U.S. president gone so 
far in calling for nuclear disarmament. 
How do our four theories account for 
this policy declaration?

The Realist View
For some realists, endorsing nuclear 
disarmament as a U.S. foreign policy 
goal may have seemed like a foolish 
idea. Why would any nuclear weapons 
state willingly give up such a powerful 
set of weapons? However, a realist 
argument can be made for this idea.

In the early 21st century, it was clear 
that the United States had the most 
powerful conventional military force in 
the world. Its naval and air forces were 
unparalleled in the world. The United 
States had more ships, combat aircraft, 
smart and unmanned weapons, and 
logistical support than any other country 
in the world. While Russia and India 
had about the same numbers of troops 
as the United States, only China had 
significantly more active duty military 
personnel, and none of these others had 
military forces that could perform the 
missions that U.S. forces routinely did. 
From this point of view, the primary way 
a rival could offset the U.S. military 
advantage would be through possession 
of nuclear weapons. If all gave them up, 
then the U.S. qualitative conventional 

military advantage over others would 
be even more enhanced. So the policy 
declaration makes sense from a realist 
perspective.

The Liberal View
The case to be made here is very 
straightforward. Liberals emphasize 
a world system based on peaceful 
cooperation. Nothing could be a more 
significant step toward world peace than 
removing the most devastating weapons 
humankind has ever devised. If nuclear 
weapons states like Russia, China, the 
United Kingdom, France, India, Pakistan, 
North Korea, and even Israel (which can 
be considered a nondeclared nuclear 
power) joined the United States in this 
endeavor, the world would be safer 
from horrific destruction on either a 
regional or global scale. Thus liberals 
would see this policy declaration as an 
important initiative that could pay off for 
humankind.

The Idealist View
For idealists, this was an easy call. When 
one considers the way the world should 
ideally be, nuclear weapons should 
have no place in it. After all, these are 
called weapons of mass destruction for 
a very good reason. If targeted against 
major urban centers, the blast and 
firestorm effects would kill hundreds 
of thousands, if not millions, of people, 
depending on the population of the 
area. Further, exposure to radiation from 
nuclear weapons would contaminate 
the physical area for decades to come, 
thereby making it unsafe for human 
habitation. Finally, the use of nuclear 
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weapons is generally considered so 
horrendous that most nuclear weapons 
states would reply with a vengeance 
to such an attack, launching a nuclear 
counterstrike at the aggressor. The result 
of such a nuclear war would be multiple 
societies that were devastated, if not 
totally destroyed.

From the idealist point of view, ridding 
the world of such weapons could only 
make the world a safer place. Moreover, 
these weapons cost a tremendous 
amount of money to develop, test, 
maintain, and deploy. From the idealist 
perspective, couldn’t those millions 
or billions of dollars be better spent 
improving the quality of life for one’s 
citizens, rather than being spent on 
weapons no rational person hopes will 
ever be used?

The Constructivist View
Constructivists would emphasize this 
policy declaration as a major step in the 
ongoing social construction of a new 
reality regarding such weapons. Since 
the early 1960s, significant international 
steps have been taken to rein in the 
threat of nuclear weapons. A series of 
nuclear weapons treaties have been 
found to be in the interest of most 
actors in the international system, and 
the outliers who do not abide by the 
rules of the nuclear nonproliferation 
regime are a very small minority.

Thus Obama’s ca l l  for  nuclear 
disarmament did not just put more 
pressure on those who seek nuclear 
weapons,  i t  a lso  he lped bo lster 
a  co l lec t i ve  sense  among most 
nuclear-capable states that nuclear 
weapons are dangerous—or even evil. 
The more the international community 
demonizes such weapons in its rhetoric 
and works to limit their possession, 
the harder it is for outliers like Iran and 
North Korea to justify their possession 
of nuclear weapons in the face of 
this international climate of opinion. 
So Obama’s policy declaration, while 
just a set of words, could be seen by 
constructivists as a major step toward 
the construction of a more peaceful 
world in the long run.

What’s your view? Which of these 
explanations makes the most sense 
to you? Was this policy declaration 
a shrewd move to actually enhance U.S. 
military power relative to others (a realist 
view), part of a global commitment to 
cooperation in everyone’s best interest 
(a liberal view), a step toward ending 
the 20th century’s most significant 
threat to all humankind and gaining all 
the benefits that step could bring (an 
idealist view), or a significant step in the 
creation of a like-minded community 
where possession of such weapons 
violates widely shared norms and cannot 
be justified (a constructivist view)?

Conclusion: The Importance of Theories
Foreign policy is made by individuals, either acting alone or more commonly in 
groups. As individuals, they are guided by fundamental notions of how the po-
litical world works and their own ideas of right and wrong; these value prem-
ises come from political theories. If policy makers consistently act in terms of 
U.S. national interests perceived largely in terms of military power, they are 
relying primarily on realist views. If instead they prefer more often to promote 
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international peace and cooperation by encouraging the protection and expan-
sion of individual liberties, capitalism, and democracy abroad, they are relying 
primarily on liberalism to guide their actions. If they want to use persuasion or 
even force to make the rest of the world a better place by making it more like 
the United States, idealism is motivating their choices. If none of these theoreti-
cal lenses seems to capture the thinking of individual policy makers, construc-
tivism may be used to identify how foreign policy makers and those with whom 
they interact construct the meaning of the facts they perceive and then act ac-
cordingly on those meanings at the time. Again, none of us react randomly to 
events; we react based upon what we interpret to be important.

Glossary Terms
Anarchy  the idea that no supranational governing entity controls what states may do, 
thus there is no cop on the corner. It doesn’t mean “chaos,” because the international 
system is surprisingly orderly in most of its operations.
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)  forum—a group of 21 Asian/Pacific Rim 
economies that represent approximately 40% of the world’s population, over half of the 
world’s GDP, and nearly half of the world’s trade.
Capitalist peace  the idea that advanced capitalist societies do not choose to go to war 
against each other.
Constructivism  the theory based on the premise that the world is socially constructed 
by agents interacting with the structures in their environment. Thus material facts are 
less important than how they are socially interpreted.
Democratic peace  the idea that well-established liberal democracies do not typically 
go to war against each other. Also known as the liberal peace.
European Union (EU)  a group of 28 democratic European states that are bound to-
gether economically and, to a slightly lesser extent, politically.
Idealism  the desire to make the world a better place by using U.S. power and influence 
to spread a system of Western values throughout the world—primarily values like the pro-
tection of individual rights and freedoms and the promotion of democracy and capitalism.
Illiberal regimes  those that fall short on at least one of liberalism’s criteria: the protec-
tion of individual liberties, free-market capitalism, and democratic rule.
International Monetary Fund (IMF)  an organization of 186 member states that pro-
vides short-term loans to protect the value of its members’ currency.
Liberal peace  the idea that well-established liberal democracies do not typically go to 
war against each other. Also known as the democratic peace.
Liberalism  the theory of politics that emphasizes the importance of individual freedom 
from state control, free-market capitalism, and democracy. People are seen as essentially 
good, and cooperation is seen as the normal method of interacting with others.
Neoliberalism  the idea that international institutions can be created to provide incen-
tives for states to cooperate with each other. Thus states cooperate not necessarily out 
of any inherent goodness on their part, but rather because cooperation advances their 
national interests.
Neorealism  the idea that the structure of the international system forces states to act 
as they do. The most important aspect of system structure is anarchy; there is no over-
arching coercive authority present to enforce system rules. In such an anarchical system, 
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Making

How do leaders like U.S. president Barack Obama and Russian president Vladimir Putin 
overcome a history of mutual mistrust between their governments?
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Introduction
Policy makers must envy academics who begin an analysis with the phrase “all 
other things being equal ….” In the foreign policy setting, few things are equal 
and everything seems to affect everything else—especially policy choices. Con-
straints push policy makers away from some choices, and opportunities lure 
policy makers toward others. Consequently, policy makers rarely start with the 
proverbial “blank sheet of paper” when considering a possible policy initia-
tive. They are affected by what is going on in the external political context, 
the domestic political context, and the ideational context at the time. In this 
chapter, we will discuss each of these different contexts and then illustrate how 
such factors can serve as inputs to the foreign policy–making process.

The External Context
The external context can be found in the international political system that lies 
beyond U.S. borders. That context or setting shapes foreign policy choices in 
numerous ways, but clearly international norms and power relationships are 
two of the most important. Let’s talk about them.

International Norms
The international system is like a society, and societies are marked by norms—
unwritten rules of behavior—and these change over time and impact foreign 
policy makers. A century ago, the international system was dominated by im-
perial powers governing vast expanses of the globe through a combination of 
brute force, economic influence, and often the cooptation of local elites. An im-
portant norm of this era was that of gunboat diplomacy, of the strong preying 
on the weak. Social Darwinism seemed to justify this approach to international 
interactions. More powerful societies dominated less powerful ones, and that 
seemed to be the natural order of things.

A century later, norms have changed drastically. As the industrial age 
made technologies of warfare more lethal and destructive, international soci-
ety moved to limit the damage. The 1899 and 1907 Hague Conferences began  
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a case, but members of the Security Council were unconvinced and the Security 
Council refused to authorize going to war against Iraq; instead it only warned 
Iraq of more serious penalties to come if it did not allow international weapons 
inspections to continue by the IAEA.

Without the legitimacy of such a UN authorization, the Bush administra-
tion was forced to rely on a “coalition of the willing”—troops from Britain, 
Australia, Spain, Poland, Denmark, and Italy. Major powers like Germany, 
France, Russia, and China steadfastly opposed the U.S.-led war, resulting in a 
major rift between the United States and its European allies. It took both the 
elections of new leaders in Germany and France and U.S. commitments to begin 
the process of disentangling itself from Iraq, before the rift within NATO could 
be mended. Thus for a number of years, U.S.-European relations were largely 
poisoned by the U.S. failure to live up to international norms. Beyond the roles 
that norms play in setting the context of foreign policy making, power relation-
ships also shape the foreign policy choices of leaders. They are our focus next.

Power Relationships
The political realities of power—who has it and how much do they have 
relative to the United States—create both opportunities and constraints to U.S. 
foreign policy makers and thus provide an array of inputs for the U.S. foreign 
policy–making process. Consider the current position of the United States in the 
international system. When the Cold War ended in 1989 and the Soviet Union 
fragmented into 15 component parts in 1991, the United States was left as the 
lone remaining superpower. Was that an opportunity for foreign policy makers 
to expand U.S. national influence, or were there still constraints to be faced?

For many, the answer was simple. The United States had won the Cold War, 
its opponent was vanquished, and now U.S. military power eclipsed that of any 
other state, and if nuclear arms were considered, of arguably all other states 
combined. According to realists, the United States was poised to pursue any of 
a number of potential national interests. Yet according to constructivists, others 
took this notion farther. The more top members of the George W. Bush foreign 
policy–making team talked about the possibilities of this new era, the more they 
convinced themselves that a new reality was at hand—one they had constructed 
through their social interactions. With such military power they thought, the 
United States could go out and win any objective, right any wrong, and impose 
its well-intentioned will on the world. For example, backed by American arms a 
new democratic Afghanistan could be created, and democracy could be imposed 
by military force on old nemesis Iraq. Bush administration advocates thought 
these military moves would remake the Middle East, helping to transform it 
into a peaceful, democratic region.3 Supporters and critics alike began talking 
about a new American empire linked by a global network of military bases.4

Still, the exercise of military power does not come without costs. Even 
the world’s largest single economy was stressed by trying to fight two simul-
taneous wars on the other side of the world. At least in the case of the war 
in Afghanistan, some allies were there to help. After the Taliban regime in 
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Kabul was deposed, member states of NATO contributed combat or support 
personnel totaling approximately 50,000 troops to help stabilize the country 
and consolidate the power of the new regime led by Hamid Karzai.5 However, 
the invasion and occupation of Iraq was another story. Few U.S. allies saw any 
need to overthrow the government of President Saddam Hussein by force, and 
the UN Security Council refused to authorize military action to oust the regime. 
So only a few allies agreed to participate in the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. The 
choices of other allies not to participate left U.S. military resources stretched so 
thin across both Iraq and Afghanistan that other regimes—like Iran and North 
Korea—were emboldened to undertake provocative acts, knowing the unlikeli-
hood of U.S. military responses.

External constraints face the United States in nonmilitary arenas as well. 
Over time, the U.S. economic position relative to others has fallen. While the 
U.S. economy is still the largest national economy in the world, others are 
catching up. As a group, the economies of the European Union (EU) are now 
larger than the U.S. economy. China is the second largest national economy in 
the world and growing quickly, as is the economy of India. Thus in either mili-
tary or economic terms, the United States is still very powerful, but it is not a 
hegemon capable of imposing its will whenever and wherever it desires. Unless 
a superpower is willing to ask its population to make significant sacrifices in 
their lifestyles to subsidize its foreign initiatives, there are limits on what that 
regime has the resources to do.

This combination of military and economic realities provides some interest-
ing challenges for U.S. policy makers. A good illustration came in 2008 when 
the United States approved a nuclear cooperation agreement with India, which 
is discussed in Box 3.1.

In 2008, the United States reversed  
30 years of policy by engaging in nuclear 
trade with a country that had not signed 
the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty 
(NPT). Despite the fact that India had 
not signed the NPT, the agreement 
allowed U.S. corporations to sell nuclear 
fuel and nuclear technology to India; 
in return, India agreed to international 
inspections of its civilian nuclear power 
plants. Why would the United States 
overturn such a long-standing policy? 
The inputs for this policy shift were both 
external and internal.

Externally, cozying up to India by 
providing it nuclear fuel and technology 
served two purposes: one major and one 
minor. The major purpose was to seek 
a counterbalance to growing Chinese 
military power in Asia. China’s military 
might is growing rapidly, and China has 
brandished thinly veiled military threats 
(if veiled at all) toward both Taiwan 
and Japan—both good friends of the 
United States. The other major rising 
military power in Asia is India, which 
fought a border war with China in 1962. 
While selling civilian nuclear fuel and 

The U.S.-India Civil Nuclear Cooperation Agreement
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technology to India does not directly 
benefit India’s military, it does allow more 
of India’s existing supplies of nuclear 
fuel and technology to be diverted to 
military uses, and that should worry the 
Chinese. Also China will likely worry that 
such civilian fuel and technology could 
always be diverted to military uses in an 
emergency. Finally, any closer U.S. ties 
with a Chinese rival have to concern the 
officials in Beijing.

The minor purpose here is that the 
agreement sent a very harsh signal to 
Pakistan. Pakistan has lost three major 
wars to India and has long been a U.S. 
military ally. After 9/11, U.S. military 
aid to Pakistan increased, because of 
Pakistan’s importance in the war on 
terror.

Yet Pakistan’s cooperation in the war 
on terror was mixed. While Pakistani 
forces launched some military operations 
against terrorist groups operating 
inside its borders, most of the military 
aid sent to Pakistan was used to build 
up defenses and military capabilities 
against India. Some in Pakistan’s military 
establishment even supported terrorist 
groups that launched attacks against 
India. The U.S. agreement to sell nuclear 
fuel and technology to India was a 
rebuke to Pakistan and a signal that 
U.S. patience with Islamabad was not 
unlimited, and this rebuke came three 
years before it was learned that Osama 
bin Laden not only had lived in Pakistan 
for years but had done so in a town with 
a large military presence!

Internally, two major groups in the 
United States pressed for this agreement. 
The first was the U.S. nuclear energy 
industry. With one billion people, India 
was going to need far more electricity, 
and it wanted to buy nuclear power 
stations. These U.S. corporations wanted 
a piece of that pie, as the cost of each 
power plant would be measured in the 
billions of dollars.

Second, the growing size and clout 
of the Indian-American population came 
into play domestically. Indian-Americans 
are a rapidly growing segment of 
the U.S. citizenry, and there is now 
an India Caucus in the U.S. House 
of Representatives. Most important 
though, lobby groups like the U.S. India 
Political Action Committee and the 
U.S. India Business Alliance worked 
long and hard to secure congressional 
approval of the nuclear fuel agreement. 
Thus domestic inputs to foreign policy 
making cannot be ignored in this case 
either.

So what do you think? Were external 
or internal inputs more responsible for 
the reversal of a 30-year-old policy? 
Which of our major theories seems to 
apply most here? Why?

Sources: Jayshree Bajoria and Esther Pan,  
“The U.S.-India Nuclear Deal,” Backgrounder, 
November 5, 2010, Council on Foreign Relations; 
Jason A. Kirk, “Indian-Americans and the  
U.S.-India Nuclear Agreement: Consolidation  
of an Ethnic Lobby?” Foreign Policy Analysis 4 
(2008), 275–300.

Yet for many liberals, there is reason for cautious optimism in the interna-
tional system. Mechanisms of cooperation exist and are at times used. As noted 
earlier, NATO took on an important role in providing military personnel and 
support for the mission to stabilize Afghanistan, and NATO members launched 
air strikes against Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi’s forces when those forces 
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compromises or accommodations that became necessary to get anything done 
on the issue at hand. Yet beyond the domestic context shaped by values, culture, 
and the structures of foreign policy making, there is the ideational context—the 
current state of major ideas about the ends and means of foreign policy and the 
priorities that thus exist. We turn to it next.

The Ideational Context
Overlaying this open and fragmented policy-making system are dominant ideas 
that provide inputs to policy makers. The open and fragmented foreign policy–
making system we just discussed is populated in part by officials elected as 
members of political parties, and the ideas that form the basis of partisanship 
matter in foreign policy too. While many will assert that politics should stop at 
the water’s edge, this has rarely been the case. One can speak of Democratic or 
Republican foreign policy agendas, and those policy agendas tend to be different 
in terms of both ends and means.8 Regarding ends, in recent years Republican 
policy makers have generally focused more on global issues involving national 
security matters or free trade. While most Democratic foreign policy makers 
would argue they are neither hostile nor indifferent to national security matters, 
they might elevate other global issues to a higher priority than their Republican 
counterparts—like environmental protection, human rights, or assuring that 
basic life necessities are met in developing societies. Regarding means, in recent 
years many Republican policy makers seemed to prefer unilateral approaches 
that rely primarily on military tools to achieve their goals. Democratic policy 
makers generally appeared more open to multilateral approaches that involved 
more international actors and a greater use of diplomatic tools to achieve de-
sired ends. While exceptions to such crude generalizations can always be found 
(e.g., defense hawks who happen to be Democrats or Republicans committed 
to refugee relief), these generalizations capture something important about 
what most members of each political party tend to think is important in foreign  
policy and how such goals should be addressed.

Another aspect of the ideational context is the set of inputs that come from 
public opinion.9 Top U.S. foreign policy makers are either elected by the public 
or appointed by those who are. Thus public opinion cannot be totally ignored. 
Two broad orientations toward foreign policy held by the public at times come 
into play. On the one hand, most Americans believe in internationalism. That is, 
they believe that U.S. national interests are advanced by interacting with other 
countries and peoples and such regular, ongoing contacts with others may con-
tribute to the greater good of all. Consistently in public opinion polls since the 
end of the Vietnam War, at least two-thirds of the American public has favored 
regular engagement with the world beyond U.S. borders. Such internationalists 
may feel either that it is simply good to know more about other societies and 
peoples or that there are distinct advantages to be gained—such as military al-
lies or expanded opportunities for U.S. trade.

On the other hand, some Americans are isolationists. Isolationism refers to 
the belief that the dangers of regular and ongoing engagement with the world 
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military terms—produced an era in which small wars between the client states 
of each superpower could erupt at any time. Yet the overwhelming concern was 
preventing the two superpowers from going to war directly against each other, 
as that seemed likely to lead to nuclear war and mutual assured destruction.

When economic weaknesses caused the Soviet Union’s collapse and the 
Cold War ended, many assumed a new, more peaceful era had arrived.12 Events 
proved otherwise, as nasty but geographically limited military conflicts erupted 
in the 1990s in places like the Persian Gulf, the former Yugoslavia, and central 
Africa. Occasionally, U.S. citizens or military personnel became the targets of 
those with grievances against the United States or its foreign policy. However, 
such incidents of terrorism were either isolated or tended to occur far from U.S. 
shores.

For example, U.S. support for Israel at the expense of Palestinians and the 
Saudis’ invitation to U.S. troops to be stationed in their country after the Iraqi 
invasion of neighboring Kuwait in 1990—thus inviting new “crusaders” into 
the Muslim world’s holiest land—were cited by Saudi multimillionaire Osama 
bin Laden as justification for attacks on the United States or its interests abroad. 
His group of Takfirist extremists called al Qaeda (“the base”) was linked to the 
1993 bombing of a parking garage beneath New York City’s World Trade Cen-
ter. That attack killed six and injured about 1,000 (but failed to bring down the 
tower), and bin Laden also later claimed credit for his followers’ involvement in 
the 1993 killing of 18 U.S. military personnel in Somalia—an event immortal-
ized in the film Blackhawk Down. Five Americans were killed in a 1995 bomb-
ing in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, that was later attributed to al Qaeda.

In 1996, bin Laden issued a fatwa (or religious directive) calling on all 
devout Muslims to take up arms against Americans in the Middle East, and an 
apartment building housing U.S. military personnel in Khobar, Saudi Arabia, 
was bombed, killing 19 U.S. service members. In 1998, bin Laden issued a sec-
ond fatwa calling on Muslims to kill Americans and Jews (this time specifically 
including women and children to be killed) wherever the opportunity pre-
sented itself, and truck bombs went off at the U.S. embassies in both Kenya and 
Tanzania. Over 200 people, mostly Kenyan passersby, were killed, and President 
Bill Clinton responded by ordering cruise missile attacks on al Qaeda training 
bases in Afghanistan and a Sudanese pharmaceutical plant that had been linked 
(apparently erroneously) to chemical weapons and bin Laden. In 2000, two sui-
cide bombers attacked the USS Cole as it arrived in the port of Aden, Yemen, 
killing 17 members of its crew.

So when President George W. Bush took office in January 2001, top secu-
rity officials of his administration were well aware of Osama bin Laden and al 
Qaeda. However, there seemed little sense of urgency in confronting this terror-
ist threat. As a candidate during the presidential campaign, Bush had stressed 
domestic initiatives like education reform and tax cuts over foreign policy mat-
ters, and he said the United States should avoid the “nation-building” initiatives 
of the Clinton administration that Bush saw as unduly adventuresome.

Events soon changed Bush’s presidential agenda. On September 11, 2001, 
four civilian airliners were hijacked by 19 members of al Qaeda. Two of the 
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aircraft were flown into the twin towers of New York City’s World Trade Center. 
The resulting fires collapsed both buildings, killing more than 2,600 people. An-
other aircraft flew into the U.S. Department of Defense headquarters building—
better known as the Pentagon—across the Potomac River from Washington, 
DC, in Arlington, Virginia. The death toll from that attack was 125. The fourth 
airplane crashed in a Pennsylvania field. The passengers on board the aircraft 
apparently learned of the other incidents and forced the airplane down short 
of its target—thought to be either the Capitol building or the White House in 
Washington, DC. The death toll of the individuals on the four combined air-
craft was 256, making the total of nearly 3,000 dead in this coordinated attack  
exceed the death toll of the 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.13

President Bush’s first response to the attacks was to go after bin Laden and 
those harboring him. In late 2001, the United States went to war against the 
Taliban regime in Afghanistan that had sheltered bin Laden. Despite an ag-
gressive bombing campaign and a ground assault by indigenous anti-Taliban 
Afghan forces known as the Northern Alliance, bin Laden escaped capture by 
entering the mountainous region of Pakistan along the Afghan border where he 
went into hiding. In 2011, bin Laden was finally tracked down and killed in a 
U.S. covert operations assault on his compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan.

The U.S.-proclaimed “war on terror” took a different turn in 2003 when 
the focus turned to Iraq. Saddam Hussein’s regime had used chemical weapons 
in the past against both Iranians in the Iran–Iraq War of 1980–1988 and Iraqi 
Kurds in the town of Halabja in 1988, and intelligence reports suggested the re-
gime was pursuing biological and nuclear weapons in the 1980s as well. Given 
these factors, Bush administration officials claimed that the Iraqis might make 
weapons of mass destruction available to international terrorists, and some of-
ficials (prominently led by Vice President Dick Cheney) said they would not be 
surprised to learn that Iraq had something to do with the 9/11 attacks. When 
the UN Security Council refused to authorize a collective attack on Iraq, a force 
comprised primarily of U.S. and British troops (along with others) invaded Iraq, 
overthrew the Hussein regime, and ultimately created a new Iraqi government 
led by Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki.14

While the invasion of Iraq was a quick success, the occupation of Iraq 
proved difficult. Sectarian tensions quickly arose. Many Iraqi Sunnis felt mar-
ginalized and threatened by both the new Shi’a-dominated regime and the Shi’a 
militias the regime said it did not control. Large numbers of Iraqis who had 
been government employees or members of the military under Saddam’s regime 
lost their jobs when the U.S.-led Coalition Provisional Authority ordered all 
Ba’ath Party members banned from public service, regardless of their role in the 
party during Saddam Hussein’s rule or the fact that oftentimes membership in 
the regime’s ruling party was a required condition of employment.

Adding to this combustible mix was the fact that the U.S. occupation of 
Iraq acted like a magnet, drawing jihadists from all over the Islamic world to 
come to Iraq where they had the opportunity to kill Americans. Although Iraq 
was not a stronghold of al Qaeda prior to 2003, after the intervention foreign 
jihadists flocked there, and the group known as “al Qaeda in Iraq” was formed.
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emissions because imposing them would hurt the U.S. economy. Bush not only 
opposed the creation of the ICC, which might in the future bring U.S. military 
personnel to trial, he rescinded the U.S. signature on the treaty creating the 
court and signed the American Service Members Protection Act that made it il-
legal to cooperate with the ICC. That act also threatened non-NATO countries 
with the loss of U.S. military aid if they did not sign Status of Forces Agreements 
exempting U.S. forces from being turned over to the ICC. The Bush administra-
tion also scuttled action on a potential international convention to regulate the 
trade in small arms, as administration officials said they feared any effects such 
a convention might have on the U.S. Constitution’s Second Amendment right 
to keep and bear arms. In addition, President Bush reinstituted the Reagan ad-
ministration’s Mexico City Policy, which prohibited federal funds from going to 
any international entity that might use them to promote the use of abortion, a 
policy at odds with the United Nations and most U.S. allies.

The most potent illustration of U.S. unilateralism came with the new U.S. 
National Security Strategy announced in 2002. This strategy statement stressed 
that the nature of the threats facing the country had changed. According to the 
strategy statement, with weapons of mass destruction becoming increasingly 
commonplace and with nonstate actors as enemies, some of the old rules of 
conflict no longer applied. International law’s traditional justification of the use 
of force only in self-defense meant one had to let an aggressor attack first be-
fore retaliating. As President Bush noted, letting the opponent strike first might 
condemn an entire U.S. city to destruction. Similarly, past deterrence strategies 
worked against state actors whose cities provided immovable retaliatory tar-
gets, but nonstate actors (whose members could easily move about) could not 
be so readily deterred by threats of retaliation. Thus this new Bush Doctrine 
said that the United States would not wait for the first blow; it would strike 
preemptively against potential aggressors.

To critics, this “strike first” approach meant those who earned the ire of 
the administration could be labeled as either terrorists or supporters of terror-
ism and then attacked. In their eyes, the invasion of Iraq in 2003 demonstrated 
their fears of a hegemonic power that used force as a first resort simply because 
it could. Thus the propensity of foreign audiences to view the United States as a 
threat grew as a result.18

A third major theme for the Bush administration was another carryover 
from the Clinton administration. It involved largely ignoring Russia’s concerns 
when pursuing U.S. national interests. During both the Clinton and Bush ad-
ministrations, U.S. officials seemed to expect the Russians to appreciate U.S. 
views without any need for the United States to appreciate Russian perspectives 
in return. This dynamic was well illustrated in debates about NATO expan-
sion. The Russians were alarmed at the inclusion of Hungary, Poland, and the 
Czech Republic in NATO in 1999, as NATO had now crept into the former 
Soviet sphere of influence. In 2004, Russians were further alarmed when four 
more former Soviet sphere states were added (Slovenia, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and 
Romania) along with three countries that had been part of the Soviet Union 
itself (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania). Now NATO members actually abutted 
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Russian borders, and Russian president Vladimir Putin warned NATO against 
stationing any troops in these forward areas. Despite Russia’s repeated objec-
tions, Albania and Croatia were invited to begin the process of joining NATO 
in April 2008. At that time, President Bush supported the invitation of Ukraine 
and Georgia to join as well, but other NATO members did not agree. The 
August 2008 Russian invasion of Georgia could be seen as Russia’s attempt 
to forcibly prevent Georgia’s entry into NATO and as its delayed response to 
NATO’s invasion of Russian ally Serbia in 1999. In 2009, Albania and Croatia 
formally joined NATO, but Georgia and Ukraine were told they could join only 
at some future date.

Another illustration of the United States pursuing its interests at the ex-
pense of Russian interests involved the creation of a new missile defense system. 
In 2008, the Bush administration signed agreements that would create a theater 
missile defense system in Europe by placing a radar installation in the Czech 
Republic and interceptor missiles in Poland. According to U.S. officials, the in-
tent of the system was to defend Europe and North America against missile 
launches from Iran or other “rogue” regimes in the Middle East. However, for 
years top Russian officials had said that the real target of such a defense system 
was Russia, because Russia had nuclear missiles and Middle East states largely 
did not. New Russian president Dmitry Medvedev and senior Russian military 
officials warned that they would be forced to target Russian missiles at such 
a European antimissile system in the future. In each of these instances, NATO 
expansion and European missile defense, U.S. leaders paid little or no heed to 
Russia’s perceptions of its national interests, and bad blood ensued.

As a result, in their first meeting both Presidents Obama and Medvedev 
spoke of the need to “hit the reset button” in the U.S.-Russian relationship. One 
result of this effort was the New START Treaty, which was signed in 2010 and 
went into force in 2011. This treaty reduced the number of U.S. and Russian 
deployed nuclear warheads from 2,200 to 1,550 per side and limited each side 
to no more than 700 deployed heavy bombers and missiles.

As this historical account shows, the current international environment fac-
ing U.S. foreign policy makers is a complex one. On the one hand, the United 
States is unquestionably the only military superpower at this time. Its defense 
spending alone represented 42.8% of the global total in 2010. By compari-
son, the next largest countries by expenditure were China (7.3%), the United 
Kingdom (3.7%), and both France and Russia (3.6%).19 However, this appear-
ance of a unipolar system does not mean the United States is omnipotent; that 
is far from the case. Conflicts in both Iraq and Afghanistan stressed U.S. mili-
tary resources to the point that major new military initiatives could not readily 
be undertaken, and others know this. When the Bush administration pressed 
Iran over its nuclear program, Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei pointedly 
asked what the United States could do about it, given that U.S. forces were 
overstretched in both Iraq and Afghanistan at the time.

Further, other major regional powers insist on being taken seriously. China 
has been a rising military power in recent years, and India’s 2009 deployment 
of its first self-built nuclear-powered submarine completes its efforts to join the 
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who opposed his socialist revolution. 
The Bush administration condemned 
the coup but still recognized the new 
government of Pedro Carmona—one of 
Venezuela’s leading business executives. 
The coup lasted only two days. Facing 
violent protests in the streets by the 
Venezuelan masses who elected 
Chávez, the military switched sides and 
restored Chávez to power.

Chávez immediately blamed the 
U.S. government for organizing the 
coup. News accounts suggested that 
Carmona and other coup leaders had 
met repeatedly with top U.S. officials to 
plan the coup in the months preceding 
it. According to press accounts, those 
officials included Assistant Secretary 
of State for Western Hemisphere 
Affairs Otto Reich; Special Assistant 
to the President and Senior Director 
for Democracy, Human Rights, and 
International Operations at the National 
Security Council Elliott Abrams; and 
UN Ambassador John Negroponte. 
Regarding Chávez’s allegations, the 
Bush administration’s official position 
was that it had no role in the coup, had 
known a coup might occur but had no 
idea when, and had passed that warning 
along to President Chávez.

Not surprisingly, U.S.-Venezuelan 
relations did not improve as long as the 
Bush administration was in office. In 
a 2006 speech before the UN General 
Assembly, Chávez referred to Bush 
as “the devil,” castigated the United 
States for its imperialist behavior, and 

characterized Bush’s speech to the 
General Assembly the day before as 
“talking as if he was the owner of the 
world.” Citing his fears of a U.S. invasion, 
from 2006 to 2009 Chávez purchased 
$4.4 billion worth of weapons from 
Russia and arranged Russian financing 
for $2.2 billion in additional weaponry. 
The weapons ranged from assault 
rifles to supersonic combat jets and 
submarines.

In 2011, Chávez revealed that he had 
cancer for which he was treated in Cuba. 
Following several surgeries, he died in 
2013, and his vice president, Nicolas 
Maduro, assumed the presidency. 
Maduro was later elected president 
in his own right, and he pledged to 
continue Chávez’s policies.

So, what do you think? Will President 
Obama be able to convince Maduro that 
the United States means Venezuela no 
harm? Will Chávez’s passing help lessen 
Maduro’s suspicions of U.S. intentions? 
What will it take to overcome this 
history of mutual suspicion, or will it take 
generational change?

Sources: Daniel Cancel, “Russia to Finance  
$2.2 Billion for Venezuela Arms (Update1),” 
Bloomberg News, September 13, 2009; 
“Chavez: Bush ‘Devil’; U.S. ‘On the Way  
Down,’” CNN World, September 20, 2006; 
“Profile: Hugo Chavez,” BBC News, July 1, 2011; 
“Profile: Pedro Carmona,” BBC News,  
May 27, 2002; Reuters, “Chavez’ Cancer  
Diagnosis Divides Venezuelans,” The Guardian, 
July 1, 2011; Ed Vulliamy, “Venezuela Coup 
Linked to Bush Team,” The Observer,  
April 21, 2002.

Economically as well, the United States faces significant rivals and chal-
lenges. As noted earlier, the U.S. economy is the largest single economy in the 
world, but in recent years the story of the international economy has been “the 
rise of the rest.”22 As noted earlier, the economy of the EU is actually larger 
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than that of the United States, and unless growth rates change, the length of 
time it takes for the gross domestic product (GDP) of China to overtake that 
of the United States will be measured in decades, not centuries. As Table 3.1 
shows, China’s economy grew by more than 10% in 2010 whereas the U.S. 
economy grew at less than 3%. When wealth is measured in terms of GDP 
per capita, the United States ranks ninth in the world, behind Qatar, Liech-
tenstein, Luxembourg, Bermuda, Singapore, Norway, Brunei, and Hong Kong. 
In terms of the human development index—a figure created by the United 
Nations that combines life expectancy, literacy, education, and standards of 
living—the United States places fourth, behind Norway, Australia, and the 
Netherlands.

Table 3.1  U.S. Placement in Selected National Rankings, 2011

GDP in Trillions of 
U.S. Dollars

Annual GDP 
Growth Rate

GDP Per Capita 
in Thousands of 
U.S. Dollars

Human 
Development 
Index

1 �United States 
(15.00)

Mongolia (17.5%) Qatar (98.9) Norway (0.943)

2 China (7.20) Turkmenistan 
(14.7%)

Liechtenstein 
(89.4)

Australia (0.929)

3 Japan (5.87) Ghana (14.4%) Luxembourg (80.6) The Netherlands 
(0.910)

4 Germany (3.60) Qatar (14.1%) Bermuda (69.9) United States 
(0.910)

5 France (2.78) Solomon Islands 
(10.7%)

Singapore (59.7) New Zealand 
(0.908)

6 Brazil (2.48) Timor-Leste 
(10.6%)

Norway (53.4) Canada (0.908)

7 �United Kingdom 
(2.43)

Panama (10.6%) Brunei (49.5) Ireland (0.908)

8 Italy (2.20) Zimbabwe (9.4%) Hong Kong (49.4) Liechtenstein 
(0.905)

9 India (1.90) China Lanka (9.2%) United States (48.3) Germany (0.905)

10 Russia (1.86) Iraq (8.9%) United Arab 
Emirates (47.7)

Sweden (0.904)

157 Fiji (0.04) United States 
(1.8%)

Indonesia (4.7) Nepal (0.458)

Sources: United Nations at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(nominal); 
CIA World Factbook at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_real_GDP_growth 
_rate_(latest_year); https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder 
/2004rank.html and United Nations Development Program at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki 
/List_of_countries_by_Human_Development_Index. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2004rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2004rank.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(nominal)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_real_GDP_growth_rate_(latest_year)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_real_GDP_growth_rate_(latest_year)
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The greatest contemporary economic challenge the United States faces is 
how to climb out of the Great Recession of 2008–2010. In 2007, a specula-
tive bubble in the U.S. real estate market burst. Financial institutions had to 
foreclose on unpaid mortgages, but the real estate they took back was then 
worth less than what they had lent the buyers to purchase it. As a result, fi-
nancial institutions overexposed to these risks began to fail. Those that did 
not fail basically stopped lending money out of an overabundance of cau-
tion. The result became a larger credit crisis; businesses could not get short- 
or long-term loans to operate. Given the worldwide interdependence of 
modern economies and investment, the resulting economic recession quickly 
went global.

In its last few months in office, the Bush administration persuaded Congress 
to pass legislation that raised billions of dollars to protect some American cor-
porations. Companies thought to be “too big to be allowed to fail” received 
federal funds to continue operating. Others were allowed to go bankrupt or be 
sold to competitors. Shortly after the November 2008 general election, outgo-
ing President Bush hosted a two-day meeting in Washington of the G-20 major 
industrial and emerging market states. There the leaders agreed to urge more 
regulation of national credit markets and to stimulate their national econo-
mies.23 These leaders met again in London in April 2009. While the G-20 lead-
ers raised new contributions to the IMF, vowed to more closely regulate tax 
havens and hedge funds, and called for a new early warning system to moni-
tor the global economy, new President Barack Obama was unable to convince 
others to initiate more sweeping economic stimulus packages, and both French 
President Nicolas Sarkozy and German Chancellor Angela Merkel were unable 
to persuade others of the need for more stringent economic regulation to pre-
vent future abuses.24

Finally, there is always the unexpected. In 2011, the Arab Spring erupted, 
in which the masses turned out in opposition to corrupt or repressive regimes 
in the Middle East and North Africa. New governments were the result in 
Tunisia and Libya, and a longtime U.S. ally in Egypt, Hosni Mubarak, was 
forced from power. However in Egypt, the election of a Muslim Brotherhood–
sponsored candidate to the presidency, Mohammad Morsi, did not satisfy 
many opponents of the regime, who felt one tyrant was being replaced with 
another, and more violence ensued. In Bahrain, opposition demonstrations 
were dispersed with tanks, and a civil war erupted in Syria. With the exception 
of contributing some limited military assistance to NATO in its intervention to 
protect Libyan citizens, the United States was forced to stand largely by and 
watch as these events unfolded. Either the political will or the policy options 
were limited, or simply not enough was known to be able to tell the “good 
guys” from the “bad guys” in these civil eruptions. In such cases, who do you 
help, and how?

In summary, the current context in which foreign policy is set provides a 
mix of both positive and negative inputs to policy making. The United States 
is a superpower, and others in the international system expect U.S. leadership 
on important issues. Yet there are limits on its freedom of action; the United 
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States is not a hegemon, one that readily imposes its will on others. Similarly, 
American exceptionalism at home pushes the United States to lead on interna-
tional issues, but the effects of the global recession have made some wary of the 
costs of such leadership. Partisan gridlock in the nation’s capital complicates 
efforts, as Democrats and Republicans typically disagree on both foreign pol-
icy ends and means. Thus policy makers have to contend with a global foreign  
policy agenda that receives mixed signals both from home and abroad.

Conclusion: Foreign Policy Priorities  
in the Current Context
Given the policy inputs arising in this current international and domestic con-
text, four major U.S. foreign policy priorities seem to be clear. The first is fixing 
the economy and its debt problems, through selective support of those corpora-
tions whose failure would cause massive job losses or economic dislocations, 
extra government spending to stimulate the economy, cutting spending where 
appropriate to please taxpayers, new regulation of domestic and international 
credit markets, and possibly the raising of government revenues by raising taxes 
or closing tax loopholes. Fixing the problems in the domestic economy should 
have beneficial ripple effects throughout the global economy.

The second major priority is keeping the national security focus on those 
who encourage or conduct terrorism against the United States. For Presi-
dent Obama, that means addressing the conjoined problem called “Af-Pak.” 
Obama’s first effort was to send more U.S. and NATO troops into Afghanistan 
to take back control of the countryside from Taliban militias. Such an approach 
demanded an effective counterinsurgency strategy of removing the enemy by 
force, keeping troops in place, and providing sufficient benefits to the local in-
habitants so they prefer control by government forces to control by the Taliban. 
However, that strategy did not produce sufficient results, and in 2011 President 
Obama signaled a change in policy by promoting the general associated with 
that strategy, David Petraeus, to become the director of central intelligence. The 
U.S. goal in Afghanistan shifted from a counterinsurgency approach that sup-
ports the Karzai regime to one of (1) hunting down the terrorists there and 
removing them by force and (2) approaching more moderate Taliban leaders to 
negotiate some form of peaceful solution to this violence.

However changes in Afghanistan will not matter unless the government of 
Pakistan can control militant groups located there. Some of these groups have 
operated with the tacit approval of the Pakistani military and its Inter-Services 
Intelligence (ISI) branch. Osama bin Laden was able to live for years apparently 
undetected deep inside Pakistan. That fact has embarrassed the Pakistani mili-
tary, but not nearly as much as the fact that U.S. military forces were able to en-
ter Pakistan, locate bin Laden in a city known as a military garrison town, kill 
him, and then escape undetected. The Pakistani military has a lot of explaining 
to do to the Pakistani people, and gaining Pakistani cooperation in the hunt for 
terrorists is now limited and difficult to maintain.
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Jihadists  Muslims who seek to conduct a “holy war” (or jihad) against nonbelievers.
Kyoto Protocol  essentially an amendment passed in 1997 to the International Conven-
tion on Climate Change. It specified mandatory reductions in fossil fuel emissions by 
developed countries, but not by developing countries, in the international effort to slow 
down global warming.
Mexico City Policy  a policy, announced by President Reagan, rejected by President 
Clinton, reinstituted by President George W. Bush, and now rejected by President 
Obama, that said no U.S. federal funds could go to any international groups or entities 
that endorsed abortion as a method of population control.
Mine Ban Treaty  a 1997 treaty, also known as the Ottawa Convention that bans the 
use of antipersonnel landmines and governs their destruction. That same year, the Nobel 
Peace Prize was awarded to Jody Williams and her organization, the International Cam-
paign to Ban Landmines.
mutual assured destruction  the idea that a direct military conflict between the 
United States and Soviet Union during the Cold War would inevitably escalate into a 
full-blown exchange of nuclear weapons, thereby destroying both societies. Based on 
this, mutual assured destruction (or MAD) became a nuclear strategy; if neither coun-
try would survive a nuclear war, then starting such a war would be irrational and thus 
unlikely.
New START  a 2011 strategic arms reduction treaty between the United States and 
Russia that limited the deployment by each country to no more than 1,550 nuclear war-
heads and 700 heavy bombers and missiles.
Norms  unwritten rules; expectations of appropriate behavior in international society.
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)  formed in 1950, its permanent struc-
ture ensured that a multinational military organization was in place to repel any sud-
den attacks on its members. Its original 12 members were Belgium, Canada, Denmark, 
France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. It later expanded to include Greece and Turkey (1952); 
West Germany (1955); Spain (1982); the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland (1999); 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia (2004); and 
Albania and Croatia (2009).
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT)  a 1970 treaty that seeks to control the spread 
of nuclear weapons. Signatories that have nuclear weapons agree not to transfer them to 
nonnuclear states, and states without nuclear weapons agree not to seek nuclear weap-
ons. The treaty also established a process of international inspections and agreed-upon 
safeguards for nuclear weapons and technologies.
Responsibility to Protect (R2P)  the idea that states have a responsibility to protect 
their people from gross abuses of human rights, such as genocide, war crimes, and crimes 
against humanity, at the very least.
Second-generation rights  the material rights of societies, like the right to food, shelter, 
education, and medical care.
Shia’s or Shi’ites  members of the largest minority sect within Islam, comprising ap-
proximately 10 percent of all Muslims worldwide. However, they form the majority of 
the population in only a few Islamic states, such as Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, and Bahrain. 
Considered heretics by some Muslims, they are often a persecuted minority in majority 
Sunni societies.
Social Darwinism  the idea that, like species, societies evolve by the “survival of the fit-
test,” and thus it is the natural order of things for the strong to prey on the weak.
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Sunnis  Members of the majority sect within Islam, comprising nearly 90 percent of all 
Muslims worldwide.
Terrorism  violence directed at noncombatants (either civilians or unarmed military 
personnel) in an attempt to generate terror among the target society. According to U.S. 
law—U.S. Code Title 22, Ch.38, Para. 2656f(d)—terrorism involves “premeditated,  
politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational 
groups or clandestine agents.”
Third-generation rights  rights assigned to groups at risk, whether they are unpopular 
minorities, women, children, or the aged.
Unipolar system  an international system with one major power. This is in contrast 
to a bipolar system that has two major powers or a multipolar system that has three or 
more major powers.
UN Security Council Resolution 1674  the 2006 UN Security Council resolution reaf-
firming that states have a responsibility to protect their people from gross abuses of hu-
man rights, such as genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity, and that others 
have the right to intervene if states do not meet that responsibility.
U.S. National Security Strategy  a 2002 statement that, because of the increasing 
availability of weapons of mass destruction and the hostility of nonstate actors less sus-
ceptible to conventional means of deterrence, the United States would not wait until its 
enemies struck first. Instead, it would strike preemptively at its opponents to eradicate 
threats before they could materialize. Also known as the Bush Doctrine.
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CHAPTER 4
Governmental  

Policy-Making Actors

Does it look like President Barack Obama and House Speaker John Boehner agree on policy 
issues?
Source: Jim Watson/AFP/Getty Images/Newscom
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The President
Presidents shape U.S. foreign policy through their words and deeds. As we 
noted in Chapter 1, their constitutional powers make them the commander in 
chief of the military, the chief executive, and effectively the U.S chief diplomat. 
These roles put presidents in a position to control the general direction of U.S. 
foreign policy through their control of the governmental agenda. Such powers 
implicitly put presidents in the position to be, as the U.S. Supreme Court noted 
in 1936, the “sole organ” representing the nation in foreign affairs.1 Thus, presi-
dents can use their access to the media to assert what the foreign policies of 
the United States are, ask Congress to authorize and/or fund such policies as 
required, order executive branch officials and personnel to carry out such poli-
cies, and negotiate and sign treaties or other executive agreements affirming 
such policies as necessary.

When it comes to foreign policy, presidents are clearly more than just the 
“first among equals,” but they are not dominant across the board, as their 
power lies primarily in the power of persuasion.2 Presidential influence over 
foreign policy is often like a driver’s control of a vehicle traveling on an ice-
glazed street. Presidents can point the government in a preferred policy direc-
tion, but rarely do they have precise control over what happens next, for at that 
point other actors (both at home and abroad) often get involved and events 
take their own course. Still if you want to influence U.S. foreign policy, it’s hard 
to beat being president.

Presidential Advisers
The good news for presidents is that they receive lots of help in shaping U.S. 
foreign policy. A number of advisers are available to assist presidents. Some 
occupy formal roles while others are selected on an as-needed or as-desired basis.

Three official forums for such advisers are the National Security Coun-
cil, the Homeland Security Council, and the National Economic Council. The 
National Security Council (NSC) dates back to the National Security Act of 
1947. Its purpose is to advise the president on national security matters and 
coordinate U.S. national security policy across the various governmental actors 
and agencies involved. Its statutory members are the president, the vice presi-
dent, and secretaries of state and defense. By statute, the director of central in-
telligence advises it on intelligence matters, and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff (JCS) advises it on military matters. Other officials are routinely invited 
to its meetings, as dictated by the issues involved and the president’s preferences.

However, the NSC as a whole typically does not meet that often. Instead, 
it subdivides its work through a series of interagency committees. The Prin-
cipals Committee is composed of secretaries of relevant Cabinet departments, 
the Deputies Committee is composed of deputy secretaries from those depart-
ments, and a third grouping is composed of Interagency Working Groups (also 
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Cabinet Officials and Departments
There is always the possibility that officials in the president’s cabinet will be 
asked for their views on foreign policy topics. When those requests come, cabi-
net officials must decide whether to present the views of the organization they 
lead or their own personal views. At times these views coincide, but not always. 
The chances for meaningful foreign policy input will be greatest for the secre-
taries of state and defense, so let’s take a closer look at their roles.

The secretary of state has three different roles: serving as the nation’s chief 
diplomat and spokesperson, as the manager of the State Department, and as 
the presidential adviser. All these roles take considerable effort. Whether or not 
the secretary of state also serves as an influential shaper of foreign policy de-
pends on the person filling the role and the president’s willingness to listen. 
For example, Presidents Truman and Eisenhower listened to their secretaries—
Dean Acheson and John Foster Dulles, respectively. Both were reputed to have 
considerable foreign policy influence.6 Apparently, John Kennedy wanted Dean 
Rusk to be a forceful voice, but Rusk chose not to be a policy advocate.7 Colin 
Powell wanted to play such a role for George W. Bush, but the president did 
not seem predisposed to listen.8 More recently, Hillary Rodham Clinton has de-
veloped a reputation as a sound manager of the State Department, a very well-
traveled diplomat, and a serious voice in the White House regarding diplomatic 
and national security affairs. At this point, it appears her successor John Kerry 
will be as active a diplomat as she was, but only time will tell if he has the same 
degree of influence as Secretary Clinton.

Beginning in the 1960s, secretaries of defense began to loom larger as for-
eign policy advisers to presidents, sometimes pushing secretaries of state into 
subordinate positions of influence. Part of it was due to the personalities and 
styles of some less assertive secretaries of state (e.g., Dean Rusk under Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson and Warren Christopher under Bill Clinton), part of it 
was due to some strong willed secretaries of defense (e.g., Robert McNamara 
under President Kennedy and Donald Rumsfeld under George W. Bush), and 
part of it was due to the frequent use of military force as an instrument of for-
eign policy that would propel the secretary of defense into policy discussions 
more frequently.9 More recently, Robert Gates developed quite a reputation as 
a very influential secretary of defense, serving as a key adviser to both George 
W. Bush and Barack Obama.

The functions and size of each of these two departments also impact their 
foreign policy roles. The primary functions of the State Department are to staff 
a network of embassies and consulates abroad, conduct diplomatic communi-
cations and negotiations, and administer programs such as foreign assistance. 
Since the early 1960s, the State Department’s budget has diminished steadily 
when adjusted for inflation.10 While the State Department has always served 
as the channel for official U.S. communications to other international actors, 
its role in diplomatic negotiations varies. State Department personnel are 
more likely to be engaged early in the negotiations process and when the is-
sues involved are considered highly technical or complex. Finally, after 1962, 
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the funding for foreign assistance generally trended down in constant dollar 
terms until the George W. Bush administration, when budgeting for programs in 
Africa and the reconstruction of Iraq pushed the totals back up.11

On the other hand, the Defense Department always looms large in U.S. 
foreign policy making and policy implementation. Entrusted with the mainte-
nance and operation of the Air Force, Army, Marines, and Navy, the military’s 
budget has steadily increased since 1950 when measured in constant dollars.12 
With 1.4 million uniformed personnel, over 700,000 civilian personnel, an 
annual budget of over $800 billion, over 400 ships and 11 aircraft carriers, 
approximately 4,000 combat aircraft, and more “smart weapons” than any 
other country, the Defense Department gives the United States the ability to 
project force on a global basis.13 Based on these considerations, the chairman 
of the JCS, the other members of the JCS, and the overall combatant com-
manders of important unified regional military commands can also be signifi-
cant foreign policy makers. Elected political leaders often defer to uniformed 
generals and admirals in terms of how the military should be used, and some 
flag officers shrewdly exploit this influence. For example, JCS Chairman Gen-
eral Colin Powell and Army Chief of Staff General Creighton Abrams recom-
mended policy and procedural changes designed to make it harder for civilian 
leaders to risk the lives of military personnel in combat unless it was abso-
lutely necessary.14

The Defense Department’s foreign policy uses are many: to deploy forces 
for combat, to use the threat of force to signal a potential opponent, to affirm 
commitments to allies, to suggest U.S. resolve, to act as de facto diplomats, 
to rebuild war-torn or failed states, and so on. The military also possesses 
significant intelligence resources (see the next section). The human and finan-
cial resources devoted to the Defense Department dwarf those of any other 
foreign policy-related actor. Consequently, it is not surprising that when U.S. 
foreign policy makers reach into their statecraft toolbox, they often pull 
out a military tool. Interestingly, a call for redressing the glaring imbalance 
of funding between the State and Defense Departments was made by none 
other than Defense Secretary Robert Gates. In November 2007, he noted 
that the State Department’s budget was only $36 billion, and the total num-
ber of U.S. diplomats (6,600) was equivalent to the number of personnel for 
one U.S. naval aircraft carrier strike group. As a consequence, he urged more 
spending on the State Department and Central Intelligence Agency, arguing 
that if more was spent on diplomacy and intelligence, less might be needed 
for defense.15

Beyond the Departments of State and Defense and their leaders, other cabi-
net departments play foreign policy roles. The secretaries of homeland security, 
treasury, commerce, energy, and agriculture can all play important foreign pol-
icy roles at times. Depending on the issues involved, attorneys general may also 
get involved in foreign policy discussions. However, the remaining part of the 
executive branch that typically gets the most attention is the Intelligence Com-
munity, so we turn to it next.
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The Intelligence Community
When most people think of intelligence or counterintelligence, they typically 
think first of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). However, the CIA only rep-
resents one of 17 entities that comprise the Intelligence Community (IC), which 
is nominally led by the director of national intelligence (DNI). The post of DNI 
was created in 2004, after post-9/11 investigations found that different parts of 
the IC had different pieces of information suggesting that some sort of terrorist 
incident might be about to happen. However, such information was not shared, 
and no one was in a position to put all the pieces of information together.16 The 
ability of the DNI to effectively pull the various parts of the IC together seems 
unlikely. The largest parts of the intelligence budget are found in the Defense 
Department and thus out of the DNI’s control, and bureaucratic loyalties and 
careerism generally inhibit the sharing of information. While there are numer-
ous components of the IC, two of the most prominent ones are the CIA and the 
National Security Agency.

The CIA is the nation’s primary civilian intelligence agency. Like intelli-
gence agencies the world over, the CIA engages in intelligence gathering (the 
collecting of information thought to be useful in policy making), analysis of 
what that intelligence means, and counterintelligence (preventing others from 
obtaining information the United States would prefer not to share publicly). 
Where the CIA differs from other intelligence agencies is the degree to which 
it conducts covert or paramilitary operations—direct actions abroad designed 
to bring about a desired result without that action being traced back to the 
U.S. government. According to published reports, the IC’s total budget was 
$75.4 billion in 2012, and the CIA’s budget was the largest single component 
at 19.5% or $14.7 billion.17 Again, the numbers are classified, but reports sug-
gest that approximately 20,000 employees may work at the CIA headquarters 
in Langley, Virginia, but no data are available for the number of CIA personnel 
who work in other locations or abroad or how many private contractors are 
employed by the CIA.18

Far larger in human terms is the National Security Agency (NSA). The job 
of the NSA is conducting information assurance by preventing vital information 
from falling into the hands of other powers (often through the use of cryptogra-
phy), collecting signals intelligence (by eavesdropping on the communications of 
others), and conducting the research necessary for both information assurance 
and signals intelligence.19 According to a 1990s estimate, the NSA employed 
nearly 40,000 people and had a budget of nearly $4 billion per year.20 By the 
turn of the 21st century, NSA staff levels dropped to approximately 32,000—a 
number that does not include the 25,000 people employed by the Central 
Security Service to staff listening posts for NSA—and the budget dropped to 
something in excess of $3 billion per year.21 After the terrorist attacks on 9/11, 
spending on electronic surveillance surged, and in 2012, the NSA’s budget was 
the second largest in the IC at $10.8 billion. By 2000, the NSA was reported to 
be the source for almost 80% of the intelligence information relayed to the rest 
of the U.S. government, and that number may be higher now.22
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The largest components of the IC in terms of budgets and personnel are 
the individual military branch intelligence agencies and the combined Defense 
Intelligence Agency (DIA). Numerous other government entities have IC com-
ponents, as shown in Table 4.1.

All told, the IC represents much of the federal government’s eyes and ears. 
Beyond their own monitoring of open news sources, foreign policy makers rely 
on the IC to tell them what is happening in the world, how that information 
may affect U.S. national interests, and what may be done to further U.S. na-
tional interests as a result. At times, members of the IC are relied upon to under-
take direct actions to further U.S. national interests as well.

Yet, the makers of U.S. foreign policy are not confined solely to the execu-
tive branch. They can be found in Congress as well, and we turn our attention 
to that institution next.

Congressional Actors
Congress as a whole, a variety of its components, and its individual members 
play a number of significant foreign policy roles. We address each of these next.

Table 4.1  The 17 Members of the Intelligence Community

Member Agencies of the Intelligence Community

Air Force Intelligence

Army Intelligence

Central Intelligence Agency

Coast Guard Intelligence

Defense Intelligence Agency

Department of Energy

Department of Homeland Security

Department of State

Department of Treasury

Drug Enforcement Administration

Federal Bureau of Investigation

Marine Corps Intelligence

National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency

National Reconnaissance Office

National Security Agency

Navy Intelligence

Office of the Director of National Intelligence

Source: “A Complex Organization United under a Single Goal: National Security,”  Intelligence 
Community Website, available online at: http://www.intelligence.gov.
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The Arab Spring of 2011 began with 
Tunisians overthrowing the regime of 
President Zine el Abidine Ben Ali in 
January. In February, Egyptian protesters 
forced President Hosni Mubarak out of 
office. While other Arab societies faced 
protests and riots, Libya was quickly 
engulfed in a civil war. In this case, U.S. 
response to the uprising included the 
use of force.

On March 17, the UN Security Council 
authorized military action by UN members 
to protect Libyan civilians from their own 
military. On March 18, National Security 
Adviser Tom Donilon began his morning 
by meeting via a secure conference call 
with Defense Secretary Robert Gates, 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Admiral Mike Mullen, and Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton to begin the planning 
of U.S. military responses. Donilon 
then held a similar planning session 
via a secure video conference with his 
counterparts in the United Kingdom and 
France. Donilon next briefed President 
Obama, who in turn met in the Oval 
Office with Vice President Biden and his 
assistant Tony Blinken, Secretaries Gates 
and Clinton, Admiral Mullen, Donilon and 
his deputy Denis McDonough, Deputy 
Secretary of State Jim Steinberg, and 
Under Secretary of State for Political 
Affairs Bill Burns.

At 12:30 p.m. on March 18, President 
Obama met for an hour with a bipartisan 
group of congressional leaders in the 
White House Situation Room to brief 
them on U.S. military plans. U.S. air 
strikes against Libyan targets began on 
March 19. Within 48 hours of those air 
strikes, President Obama provided a 

letter to congressional leaders explaining 
the military action and saying that it was 
restricted to air operations to protect 
Libyan civilians and civilian-held areas. 
However, the president did not ask for a 
congressional authorization for a use of 
force.

Within days, members of Congress 
began to question whether such a use of 
force was legal without a congressional 
author i zat ion ,  and others  began 
questioning its costs and funding. On 
March 30, Secretary Clinton and Admiral 
Mullen held closed-door briefings for 
members of Congress, and the next day 
senior administration officials briefed 
the House and Senate Armed Services 
Committees and the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee in open hearings. 
Representative Dennis Kucinich (D-OH) 
introduced a bill to cut off funding for 
the Libyan intervention, and a vote on a 
Kucinich-sponsored resolution to invoke 
the War Powers Resolution to force 
an end to the U.S. military operation 
was called off on June 1 by Republican 
leaders in the House. House Speaker 
John Boehner told reporters that he 
did not think President Obama had 
“technically” violated the War Powers 
Resolution. On June 15, Kucinich and 
a bipartisan group of nine other House 
members filed a lawsuit in federal district 
court challenging the intervention’s 
constitutionality.

Whi le  admin is t ra t ion  o ff i c i a ls 
briefed congressional leaders within 
the required 48 hours as specified by 
the War Powers Resolution, Congress 
did not take a vote to authorize this 
use of force. President Obama said 

Presidential War Powers: The Case of Assisting  
the Libyan Rebels

b ox  4 . 1
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the fact that the United States was 
not engaged in full-blown hostilities 
with Libya made a congressional 
authorization unnecessary, but that 
did not quiet congressional critics who 
include both antiwar Democrats and Tea 
Party Republicans. On June 21, House 
Speaker Boehner noted:

The fact is the president has not made 
his case to the members of Congress. 
He’s not made his case to the American 
people. We’ve been in this conflict for  
90 days and the president hasn’t talked to 
the American people for four or five weeks 
about why we’re there, what our national 
interest is and why we should continue.

What do you think? Did the president 
overstep his bounds in this case by not 

seeking a congressional authorization of 
force? Was Congress negligent in not 
taking an authorization vote? Was the 
War Powers Resolution followed here, or 
was this an unconstitutional use of force 
by the president?

Sources: Donna Cassata, “Boehner Says  
Obama Lacks House Support for Libya,” 
 Associated Press, June 21, 2011; “Congress 
Presses Gates, Mullen on Libya,” C-SPAN,  
April 1, 2011; Reuters, “Dennis Kucinich 
Libya Withdrawal Resolution Vote 
Scrapped by House,” June 1, 2011; Shawna 
Shepherd, “Obama Authorizing Force in Libya: 
A Timeline,” The 1600 Report, CNN, March 21, 
2011; Felicia Sonmez, “Kucinich, Other House 
Members File Lawsuit Against Obama on  
Libya Military Mission,” PostPolitics, Washington 
Post, June 15, 2011.

influence foreign policy when acting collectively; other parts of Congress can 
play independent roles as well. We turn to these next.

Congressional Components
Congress contains various structural components, and some of them have clear 
foreign policy roles. Congress is organized to process legislation and engage in 
policy oversight via its structure of committees and their various subcommit-
tees. Both the House of Representatives and the Senate have standing commit-
tees dealing with armed services, foreign relations/foreign affairs, and homeland 
security. Both have special or select committees dealing with intelligence mat-
ters. Many other standing committees have jurisdictions that touch on foreign 
policy concerns as well. For example, the energy committees deal with national 
energy policy; the commerce committees regulate foreign trade; the finance 
committees deal with the taxation of foreign trade; the judiciary committees 
deal with a variety of issues such as imprisonment of detainees, the protection 
of intellectual property (e.g., patents, copyrights, and trademarks), immigration, 
and international criminal matters; and the natural resources committees deal 
with maritime and fishery resources as well as some petroleum-related matters.

Significant policy actions take place in these committees. Once legislation is 
introduced, the closest scrutiny comes in these committees. The actual wording 
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and substance of bills are most likely determined by these committees. Legis-
lation approved by these committees very often gets approved by the larger 
chambers in both the House and the Senate. Legislation not approved by these 
committees typically dies and would have to be reintroduced to be reconsid-
ered. These committees also influence policy by holding hearings, conducting 
investigations of foreign policy-related matters, and overseeing the activities of 
the administration.

Members of Congress also form caucuses to coordinate action on issues 
about which they care.25 There are about 25 caucuses in the Senate but over 
200 in the House of Representatives.26 For example, there are caucuses fo-
cused on specific foreign countries (e.g., Armenia, Brazil, Croatia, Greece, the 
Netherlands, North Korea, or Sudan), regions (e.g., Central America), global 
issues (e.g., climate change, human rights, HIV/AIDS, narcotics control, or 
workers’ rights), and national security (e.g., energy security, port security, the 
uniformed military services, the Out of Iraq caucus).27 While caucuses have no 
official role in policy making, informally they can be very important. They pro-
vide a forum for concerned members to coordinate their policy-making efforts, 
garner public attention for the issues that motivate them, and define the prob-
lem agenda in a favorable way.

Finally, other component parts of Congress that can play foreign pol-
icy roles are nonpartisan research organizations such as the Congressional 
Research Service (CRS) and the Government Accountability Office (GAO). 
Members of Congress can request CRS reports on policy issues, and those 
reports can help set the agenda and context of foreign policy making. For 
example, in a period of rapidly rising global food costs, a CRS report can 
show Congress what the administration is proposing in the way of food aid 
in the short-term future and how such aid should be used.28 The GAO per-
forms similar research and analysis on financial questions. For example, the 
GAO can evaluate ways to enhance the delivery of civilian foreign assistance 
to Pakistan and make specific recommendations to Congress regarding how 
to proceed.29

However, perhaps the most overlooked and underestimated way Congress 
can influence foreign policy is through the individual actions of its members. 
We now turn to that topic.

Individual Members of Congress
In the final analysis, Congress is composed of 535 individuals, some of whom 
care about foreign policy issues and will act in the name of Congress.30 Members 
of Congress (MCs) can employ means that are direct (seeking to address a par-
ticular issue) or indirect (seeking to shape the broader context or policy-making 
setting) and legislative (specific to a piece of legislation) or nonlegislative (not tied 
to a specific piece of legislation). Thus, MCs can choose direct-legislative means, 
indirect-legislative means, direct-nonlegislative means, and indirect-nonlegislative 
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means. These dichotomies produce four avenues by which they can shape foreign 
policy, and examples of them can be found in Table 4.2.31

Some MCs choose to act on their own foreign policy agendas without wait-
ing for the administration to do so; these are considered congressional foreign 
policy entrepreneurs. Historically, they have come more often from the Senate 
than the House (although this difference has narrowed to the point that foreign 
policy entrepreneurship is now almost as likely in the House as in the Senate), 
tend to be from the majority party controlling their chamber, and tend not to 
be members of the president’s political party. They gravitate toward all four 
of the avenues of influence mentioned earlier. For example, they can introduce 
legislation to keep otherwise out-of-work Russian nuclear weapons’ engineers  
employed in peaceful tasks or reject the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
(direct-legislative avenues), introduce procedural legislation to oversee the IC 
more carefully or prohibit political contributions by foreign agents (indirect-
legislative), provide the administration the idea for how to bail out the Mexican 
peso during a currency crisis or encourage U.S. citizens to stop funding the ac-
tivities of the Irish Republican Army (direct-nonlegislative), or promote peace 
negotiations in Central America or hold hearings questioning the wisdom of 
U.S. participation in the Vietnam War (indirect-nonlegislative).32

The policy impacts of these entrepreneurs are significant. They stopped U.S. 
involvement in foreign conflicts (e.g., the Vietnam War and Somalia interven-
tions) and made it harder for presidents to commit troops abroad thereafter.33 
They shifted U.S. policy regarding particular regimes, making relations with 
some more positive (Spain in the 1950s, Mexico and Russia in the 1990s) and 
some more negative (South Africa in the 1980s, Cuba and Iran in the 1990s). 
They encouraged closer U.S. relationships with international organizations (in 
the 1940s and 1950s) and discouraged closer ties with international organiza-
tions that might infringe on U.S. sovereignty (in the 1990s). They pushed ad-
ministrations to work to topple some foreign governments (e.g., Iraq and Iran) 
and prevented administrations from toppling others (e.g., Nicaragua). They 
pressed for greater U.S. participation in efforts to solve some global problems 

Table 4.2  Congressional Avenues of Influence

Direct Indirect

Legislative Legislation
Appropriations
Treaties (Senate)

Nonbinding legislation
Procedural legislation
Appointments (Senate)

Nonlegislative Letters, phone calls
Consultations, advising
Hearings
Oversight activities
Litigation

Agenda setting
Framing debate
Foreign contacts

Source: Based on James M. Scott, “In the Loop: Congressional Influence in American 
Foreign Policy,” Journal of Political and Military Sociology 25 (1997), 47–76.
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(e.g., AIDS in Africa or the trade in conflict diamonds) and for less U.S. partici-
pation in solving others (e.g., global climate change).

Some of their policy impacts were significant but ultimately counterproduc-
tive. The efforts of Representative Charlie Wilson (D-TX) and others to arm the 
Afghan mujahedin in the 1980s led to expulsion of the Soviet Red Army from 
Afghanistan and hastened the end of the Cold War. However, that effort also 
helped give birth to Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda and provide it with arms to 
later attack U.S. military and civilian personnel.34

In many ways, the presence of congressional foreign policy entrepreneurs is a 
stealth phenomenon, because such policy entrepreneurs are usually more interested 
in getting the desired change in policy than in getting individual credit for doing so. 
As a result, presidents often take credit for ideas that come from these MCs, and in 
other instances administration officials anticipate the reactions of these MCs and 
build many of their policy preferences into administration proposals.

While most MCs do not choose to become heavily involved in foreign policy 
innovation, a number of MCs have always done so. The numbers of congressio-
nal foreign policy entrepreneurs have been significant and growing in the post–
World War II era.35 Major public policy changes rarely occur in the United States 
without individual MCs taking public stances on them, and almost a quarter of 
all such public stances taken by MCs since 1789 have involved foreign policy.36

In many ways, most U.S. foreign policy is directly made by presidents, other 
executive branch officials, and MCs. However in rare instances, courts get in-
volved as well. We turn to their roles next.

Judicial Actors
The federal judiciary rarely gets involved in foreign policy making, because 
judges tend to see most foreign policy matters as “political questions”—issues 
most appropriately resolved by elected officials rather than courts of law. How-
ever as the final arbiters of what the federal government can legally do (and 
sometimes how it can be done), there are circumstances where judicial input is 
required. The federal courts cannot act unless someone files a lawsuit, and those 
suits can involve corporations, individuals, or other government officials.

Several highly significant legal rulings have come from cases involving cor-
porations. The 1936 Curtiss-Wright case involved a U.S. aircraft manufacturer 
that wanted to sell bomber aircraft to Bolivia despite a presidential order ban-
ning such exports. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that since Congress had previ-
ously authorized the president to embargo the sale of arms in South America, 
the president had the power to do so and that, moreover, the president should 
serve as the country’s primary spokesperson in foreign policy.37 However, such 
presidential power was not unlimited. During the Korean War, President Truman 
seized control of a steel factory idled due to a strike. In the Youngstown Sheet 
& Tube case, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the administration did not have 
the power to take such an action, specifically since strike-related remedies open 
to the administration were included in the recently passed Taft-Hartley Act of 
1947.38 Overall, as long as Congress carefully spells out what administrations 
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When the post-9/11 “war on terror” 
began in earnest, the result was the 
capture of thousands of people in 
Afghanistan who were initially labeled 
as “enemy combatants.” The question 
quickly arose as to what to do with 

them. While many were imprisoned in 
Afghanistan and later Iraq, some were 
transported to the U.S. naval base at 
Guantanamo, Cuba. White House and 
Justice Department lawyers wrote 
memoranda for President George 

The Courts and Detainee Rights: Determining  
the Limits of the Constitution

b ox  4 . 2

are authorized to do in prior legislation, administrations are bound by those 
specific congressional authorizations. If, on the other hand, those congressional 
authorizations are vaguely worded or don’t exist, courts generally allow presi-
dents considerable leeway in foreign policy actions.39

In some instances, other government officials will file suits over U.S. foreign 
policy matters. For instance, Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ) objected to the 
fact that President Jimmy Carter extended official diplomatic relations to the 
People’s Republic of China, thereby decertifying the Republic of China (now 
better known as Taiwan) as the China in U.S. eyes. Goldwater argued that the 
U.S. Senate had previously approved a mutual security treaty with Taiwan, the 
president’s action put that treaty into doubt, and the president could not break 
that treaty without the senatorial input. The Supreme Court ruled against the 
senator, saying that the Constitution was clear; the Constitution gave the presi-
dent the sole power to determine official diplomatic relations. Other treaties 
did not rise above this constitutional prerogative.40 More recently, in 2011, a 
bipartisan group of 10 U.S. Representatives, led by Dennis Kucinich (D-OH), 
filed a federal lawsuit challenging the Obama administration’s right to use force 
in Libya. At the time of this writing, that case had not gone forward (and sub-
sequent events largely rendered it moot). The lawsuit called upon the courts 
to prevent presidents from going to war, participating in NATO military mis-
sions, or participating in UN-authorized military missions without the express 
approval of Congress.41 Sometimes, lawsuits come from private citizens, such 
as Larry Klayman’s lawsuit challenging the legality of the NSA’s metadata pro-
gram that collected dialing records of all phone calls in the United States. The 
2013 federal district court ruling held the metadata program to be unconstitu-
tional. Time will tell whether the decision in Klayman et al. v. Obama et al. will 
be upheld on appeal.

In recent years, difficult legal issues have arisen regarding the status of 
detainees captured in the “war on terror.” These are discussed in more detail 
in Box 4.2. These issues are troubling ones, because reasonable people differ 
greatly in finding a line that separates the benefits of following the rule of law 
from the benefits of protecting U.S. lives from terrorist attack. After reading this 
box, you’ll be more able to add your view to the mix.
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W. Bush, arguing that such detainees 
were neither criminals (and thus not 
deserving of due process rights under 
the U.S. Constitution) nor prisoners of 
war since they did not represent nation-
states or wear military uniforms (and 
thus not deserving rights under the 
Geneva Conventions).

Therefore, these individuals existed in 
a kind of legal limbo. The administration 
claimed that the president’s authority 
as commander in chief in time of war 
allowed him to keep the detainees 
locked up indefinitely as many were 
considered too dangerous to release, 
as they had taken up arms against the 
United States or were motivated to do 
so now after their imprisonment. Further, 
these detainees might know things 
that would help prevent future terrorist 
attacks. So, administration lawyers 
wrote memoranda justifying the use of 
aggressive interrogation techniques—
which others would later call “torture”—
in an attempt to gain useful intelligence 
information from them.

Critics of the administration’s actions 
(including State Department lawyers) 
were aghast; to them, it was illegal 
and un-American to simply lock people 
up and throw away the key, thereby 
denying prisoners any chance to protest 
their innocence or challenge their 
detention. Others also could not abide 
the idea of aggressive interrogation 
techniques that included at times the 
simulated drowning of prisoners (i.e., 
“waterboarding”). Even more troubling, 
a few of those incarcerated were U.S. 

citizens, and the Bush administration’s 
position was that they had forfeited 
their constitutional rights by fighting for 
the enemy. Not surprisingly, a number 
of lawsuits were filed challenging the 
government’s actions. Ultimately, in a 
series of decisions, the U.S. Supreme 
Court said that (1) the Constitution’s 
due process rights existed to restrict 
governments from abusing their powers 
anywhere, not to give full or partial rights 
to citizens and no rights to noncitizens 
being held in foreign locations; (2) 
detainees had to be provided some 
access to due process of law through 
appropriately constituted tribunals; and 
(3) Congress should authorize such 
tribunals. Congress subsequently passed 
legislation authorizing military tribunals 
for this purpose, but only a limited 
number of such cases against detainees 
were expected, as many of the detainees 
have since been repatriated to other 
countries.

Unquestionably, determining right 
and wrong here is difficult after the 
events of 9/11. How would a realist 
explain the Bush administrat ion’s 
actions? How would a liberal interpret 
these events? Would constructivists see 
these events differently? Does idealism 
figure into any of these explanations? In 
your view, what’s right and what’s wrong 
here?

Source: Based on Linda Cornett and Mark 
Gibney, “The Rights of Detainees: Determining 
the Limits of Law,” in Ralph G. Carter (ed.),  
Contemporary Cases in U.S. Foreign Policy: 
From Terrorism to Trade, 5th ed. (Washington, 
DC: CQ Press, 2014).
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Conclusion: A Plethora of Governmental Actors
As should now be clear, many different governmental officials and organiza-
tions participate in the making of U.S. foreign policy. The individuals involved 
provide crucial information on issues, concerns, opportunities, and challenges; 
they help identify and analyze options and possibilities for action; they make 
the key decisions needed for the government to act; and they implement the 
decisions made.

In fact, there are so many potential governmental actors involved that trac-
ing who the actual decision makers are can be difficult at times. Further, other 
societal and external actors get involved as well. We turn to them in Chapter 5.

Glossary Terms
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)  created by the National Security Act of 1947, this 
civilian agency engages in intelligence gathering and analysis, counterintelligence, and 
covert operations.
Congressional foreign policy entrepreneurs  members of Congress who choose to act 
on their own foreign policy agendas without waiting for the administration to do so.
Congressional Research Service (CRS)  a nonpartisan staff agency that assists Con-
gress in its policy-making roles by providing information and analysis.
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA)  a multiservice agency responsible for intelligence 
functions in the Defense Department.
Director of national intelligence (DNI)  a position created in 2004 to coordinate the 
information gathered by the other 16 members of the Intelligence Community.
Governmental Accountability Office (GAO)  a nonpartisan staff agency that assists 
Congress in its policy-making roles by providing financial information and analysis.
Homeland Security Council (HSC)  the group charged with advising the president on 
homeland security matters and coordinating such policies across the various governmen-
tal actors involved.
Intelligence Community (IC)  17 different entities that participate in the collection and 
analysis of intelligence information, counterintelligence operations, and at times covert 
operations.
National Economic Council (NEC)  the group charged with advising the president on 
domestic and international economic policy and coordinating such policies across the 
various governmental actors involved.
National Security Act of 1947  the legislation that created the Department of Defense 
(uniting the Air Force, Army, Marines, and Navy), the Central Intelligence Agency, the 
National Security Council, and the position of national security adviser.
National security adviser  the president’s assistant for national security affairs who 
normally briefs the president daily on national security-related events. Created by the 
National Security Act of 1947.
National Security Agency (NSA)  the NSA provides information assurance by preventing 
vital information from falling into the hands of other powers (often through the use of cryp-
tography), collects signals intelligence (by eavesdropping on the communications of others), 
and conducts the research necessary for both information assurance and signals intelligence. 
It provides nearly 80% of the intelligence information used by the federal government.



Chapter 4   ▸  Governmental Policy-Making Actors      73

National Security Council (NSC)  the group charged with advising the president on 
national security policy issues and coordinating such policies across the various govern-
mental actors involved.
National Security Staff (NSS)  the combined members of what previously had been the 
National Security Council Staff and the Homeland Security Council Staff.
War Powers Resolution  a 1973 law requiring presidents to inform Congress of use of 
force decisions and giving Congress the opportunity to authorize—or not authorize—
that use of force.
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Introduction
The image is iconic: a lonely individual sitting at a big desk, perhaps staring out 
a window while pondering a momentous decision that could impact millions 
of lives around the globe. Manifested by Harry Truman’s proud claim that “the 
buck stops here” and George W. Bush’s self-proclaimed title of “Chief Decider,” 
the notion of presidents making the decisions that shape U.S. foreign policy is 
commonplace in U.S. political culture. But how accurate is it? Is this how U.S. 
foreign policy is typically made?

The answer is, “No.” As the chapter-opening photo suggests, while presi-
dents may be the ultimate foreign policy decision maker in many cases, rarely 
do they act alone or make decisions without the face-to-face input of others. 
Richard Nixon was one of the few exceptions to this rule. He was reputed to 
take input in the form of one-page memoranda into his private office, close the 
door, and later emerge with a decision of what U.S. foreign policy should be. 
Such solitary decision making is far from the norm.

When foreign policy decisions are made, a number of formal or informal 
presidential advisers tend to also be in the room. So, rather than the president 
acting as the “lone ranger” making U.S. foreign policy, more often foreign pol-
icy decision making is the product of small group decision processes. Thus, in 
this chapter, we will discuss the processes of small group decision making and 
the roles played by the president and others in the administration.

Small Group Decision Making
Presidents and Their Staffs
Presidents have considerable staff assistance when making foreign policy deci-
sions. As noted in Chapter 4, presidents may call on the vice president, the na-
tional security adviser, Intelligence Community officials, Cabinet secretaries, and 
a host of other personal and National Security Staff aides and administration 
officials for information and policy input.

The goal of the president and his decision-making team is simple: make a 
good decision. While luck always helps, a good decision is usually predicated on 
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having good information as well as a good grasp of the relevant options. Even 
with all the help available to the president, getting both good information and 
adequate knowledge of the available options when needed can be challenging 
at times.

As president in the 1950s, former General Dwight Eisenhower relied on his 
military background and used his Cabinet officials as he had previously used 
his military staff officers. He pressed them for whatever relevant expertise they 
could bring to bear on the problem at hand, and Cabinet meetings became real 
foreign policy decision-making settings. President Eisenhower was followed by 
the much younger John Kennedy, whose relative inexperience might have ini-
tially led him to be too impressed with “experts,” as was demonstrated in 1961.

Upon entering office, Kennedy inherited a CIA covert operation to invade 
Cuba, an initiative long past its final planning stages and about to go opera-
tional. Before making the “go or no-go” decision to topple Cuban president 
Fidel Castro, Kennedy listened to the rosy predictions of success from top CIA 
officials. Essentially, their message to the new president was, “We’ve done this 
before” (in places such as Iran and Guatemala) and “we know what we’re do-
ing.” However, the other participants in the decision-making group failed to 
question the tenuous assumptions on which the operation was based, stifled 
any doubts of their own, and were apparently very concerned with “fitting in” 
and maintaining the goodwill of the others. Thus, difficult questions were not 
asked, possible flaws in the plan were not discussed, and the result of the Bay of 
Pigs invasion was a fiasco in which seemingly everything that could go wrong 
did. Such decision-making behavior in a concurrence-seeking group is now 
called groupthink, and while it does not guarantee a bad decision, it makes one 
far more likely.1

To be fair, it is not unusual for people who meet regularly to try to minimize 
or put aside their differences in an attempt to get along. While the downside to 
such behavior may be negligible in many settings, when making decisions that 
potentially affect the lives of over 300 million people, the costs of such decision-
making mistakes may be catastrophic. Thus, it is hard not to conclude that the 
decision-making group’s emphasis should have been on getting the decision 
right, not just getting along with the others in the room or avoiding looking 
foolish. Full and free discussion of the situation, of all the assumptions involved, 
and of the pros and cons of the relevant options should have been encouraged.

One way to promote such a dynamic discussion would be to use a rational 
actor model (RAM) of decision making. Following the RAM would require the 
president to ask the staff to identify all the options available in the situation, list 
each option’s strengths and weaknesses, and then discuss all the options, seek-
ing to find the one that was optimal—the overall best option, the one promising 
the best possible outcome in light of the incurred costs, or the overall least bad 
option if all options are bad.

What’s the downside of such an approach? It requires considerable amounts 
of time to identify all options and determine their strengths and weaknesses. 
Presidents may feel they have neither the time nor the inclination to invest so 
much effort into the particular decision at hand. With more decisions yet to 
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make, more official duties yet to perform, and more position papers yet to read 
in preparation for the days ahead, they often turn to any available shortcuts to 
make the decision faster and easier.

One way to do this is to use a multiple advocacy approach in which mem-
bers of the decision-making group are tasked with the responsibility to become 
advocates for each different option and find the flaws in the options under con-
sideration. If done well, all sides to controversial issues should be fairly pre-
sented to the president or other top foreign policy decision makers before a 
decision is made, thus increasing the chances of making a good decision.2 While 
such an approach may produce discord among the participants, particularly 
for decisions made under stressful conditions, the president can try to promote 
an environment in which the decision makers can “disagree without becoming 
disagreeable.”3 However, this approach may still require a lot of time. A more 
practical alternative may be to ask an influential adviser to play the role of 
“devil’s advocate.” Vice President Biden has often been asked to play this role 
by President Obama, where his job in decision-making groups is to ask tough 
questions, challenge assumptions, and otherwise “think outside the box.”

One of the concerns here, of course, is that the president has a lot more 
influence than the others in the room. Therefore, if presidents don’t want 
others to simply agree with their boss, presidents would be well-advised to 
keep their policy preferences under wraps—at least at first. That way, others 
are encouraged to say freely what they think, so as to get the best ideas out for 
consideration. Even then, presidents should be mindful of the personalities and 
responsibilities of those in the room, knowing that some forceful personalities 
might need to be kept in check and some more reticent advisers might need to 
be prompted more, particularly if they possess good judgment or the expertise 
needed in the situation.

On the other hand, presidents and other top administration foreign policy 
makers are like the rest of us. They often don’t want to work any harder than 
necessary to make a good decision. To make things easier, they will often look 
for some ways to simplify decision making. We turn to such tactics next.

Cognitive Shortcuts
There are many ways foreign policy makers may use to make decisions easier 
and faster by simplifying their thinking. Some officials come into office with a 
relatively fixed image of how the political world works, which they rely on to 
point them in the right direction. Such an operational code provides a blueprint 
to the decision maker by specifying what is important, what motivates oth-
ers, and what tends to work best in solving foreign policy problems.4 President 
Jimmy Carter relied on his operational code to tell him that what was most im-
portant in international politics was how governments treated their citizens, and 
thus, he made a focus on human rights central to U.S. foreign policy under his 
administration. He was followed in office by President Ronald Reagan who saw 
the world through Cold War lenses, who felt the Soviet Union was the source 
of all evil in the world, and who believed the spread of communism should be 
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contested at every opportunity. Not surprisingly, the foreign policy directions of 
these two administrations were quite different. For his part, President Obama 
seems to have an operational code of his own, as shown in Box 5.1.

What makes Barack Obama tick? Does 
he have an operational code—a blueprint 
that tells him what tends to motivate 
others, what ends should be pursued, 
and by what means? Had Obama been 
a politician of longer experience, he 
would probably have had a track record 
of public commentaries on most foreign 
policy issues. Yet as a relative newcomer 
to the national political scene, he did not 
have much of a track record, and he was 
careful not to tie himself to very specific 
policy stances during the campaign.

Obama provided a clue in 2007 when 
he told the New York Times columnist 
David Brooks that Reinhold Niebuhr was 
one of his favorite philosophers. When 
asked what he took away from Niebuhr, 
a Christian theologian who wrote 
extensively about public affairs from the 
1930s through 1960s, Obama said, “I 
take away the compelling idea that there’s 
serious evil in the world, and hardship 
and pain. And we should be humble and 
modest in our belief we can eliminate 
those things. But we shouldn’t use that 
as an excuse for cynicism and inaction.”

In elaborating what came to be called 
“Christian realism,” Niebuhr stressed a 
number of key ideas:

�t�� �$�B�Q�B�C�M�F �P�G �M�P�W�F�
 �J�O�E�J�W�J�E�V�B�M�T �N�B�Z 
behave ethically, but societies rarely 
do.

�t�� �&�W�J�M �F�Y�J�T�U�T �J�O �U�I�F �X�P�S�M�E�� �8�I�J�M�F 
it cannot be eliminated, it must 
be confronted, contained, and 
diminished.

�t�� �1�P�X�F�S �D�P�S�S�V�Q�U�T �B�T �E�P�F�T �T�F�M�G��
righteousness, and the watchful 
eye of democracy is needed to 
prevent such corruption.

President Obama stressed such 
t hemes  i n  h i s  December  20 09 
acceptance speech for the Nobel 
Peace Prize when he said, “We must 
begin by acknowledging the hard truth: 
we will not eradicate violent conflicts 
in our lifetimes. There will be times 
when nations—acting individually or in 
concert—will find the use of force not 
only necessary but morally justified.” 
In his view, some wars were just, as 
he noted that “A nonviolent movement 
could not have halted Hitler’s armies. 
Negotiations cannot convince al Qaeda’s 
leaders to lay down their arms.” To a 
�&�V�S�P�Q�F�B�O �B�V�E�J�F�O�D�F �P�G�U�F�O �T�L�F�Q�U�J�D�B�M �P�G 
U.S. policies or motives, he added, 
“Whatever mistakes we have made, 
the plain fact is this. The United States 
of America has helped underwrite global 
security for more than six decades with 
the blood of our citizens and the strength 
of our arms.”

Regarding means, Obama stressed 
that we should not abandon our moral 
values when fighting evil, for to do so 
was to become evil ourselves. Regarding 
ends, Obama pressed the idea that we 
should improve things where we can, 
and that partial victories are better than 
no victories at all. He put that idea into 
practice a week after the Nobel Prize 
speech when he worked with China, 
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India, Brazil, and South Africa to get a 
political agreement at the Copenhagen 
Climate Change Conference that made 
at least some progress on limiting the 
growth of future fossil fuel emissions 
by major polluters, but far less progress 
than had been initially hoped.

Thus, the operational code that 
Barack Obama follows may well be:

�t�� �8�F �I�B�W�F �U�P �G�B�D�F �U�I�F �X�P�S�M�E �B�T �J�U �J�T�� 
�&�W�J�M �F�Y�J�T�U�T �B�O�E �N�V�T�U �C�F �D�P�O�G�S�P�O�U�F�E 
whenever possible.

�t�� �0�V�S �H�P�B�M �N�V�T�U �C�F �U�P �E�P �B�T �N�V�D�I 
good as we can.

�t�� �1�F�S�G�F�D�U �T�P�M�V�U�J�P�O�T �B�S�F �S�B�S�F�� �X�F 
should accept whatever progress 
we can achieve (i.e., a half a loaf is 
better than none at all).

�t�� �8�F �T�I�P�V�M�E �V�T�F �U�I�F �G�P�S�F�J�H�O �Q�P�M�J�D�Z 
tools best suited to progress—
soft power in some cases (moral 
suasion, economic incentives or 
disincentives, diplomacy) and hard 
power in others (the threat or use 
of force).

Do you think this analysis captures 
the way he sees the world? If so, what 
meaningful difference does that make 
in terms of policy outputs? Does this 
operational code seem similar to or 
different from that of other presidents as 
far as you know? Does it seem similar 
or different than the general beliefs of 
the U.S. public? Will it lead to the kind 
of decisions you can support? What 
objections might liberals or idealists 
raise to this approach?

Sources: David Brooks, “Obama, Gospel and 
Verse.” New York Times�
 �"�Q�S�J�M �����
 ����������  
David Brooks, “Obama’s Christian Realism.” 
New York Times�
 �%�F�D�F�N�C�F�S �����
 ���������
 �Q�� �"������ 
Jennifer Loven and Ben Feller, “Climate Deal 
Shows Obama Pragmatism.” Associated Press, 
as reported in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, 
�%�F�D�F�N�C�F�S �����
 ���������
 �Q�� �����"�� �1�F�X �3�F�T�F�B�S�D�I  
Center Publications, “Obama’s Favorite 
Theologian? A Short Course on Reinhold 
Niebuhr.” Pew Forum on Religion & Public  
Life�
 �+�V�O�F �����
 ���������� �%�B�W�J�E �4�B�O�H�F�S�
 �i�"  �/�P�C�F�M 
Laureate’s Pragmatic Approach to ‘the World  
as It Is.’” New York Times, December 12, 2009, 
�Q�� �"���� �+�F�G�G �;�F�M�F�O�Z�
 �i�"�D�D�F�Q�U�J�O�H �1�F�B�D�F �1�S�J�[�F�
 
Obama Offers ‘Hard Truth.’” New York Times, 
December 11, 2009, p. A17.

Some presidents rely more on instinctive approaches to decision making. 
President George W. Bush repeatedly said that he relied on his “gut” (i.e., his 
intuition) in making decisions or reacting to others, and he did not question 
those decisions thereafter.5 On the other hand, his father President George 
H.W. Bush appears to have been more instinctively guided by prospect theory. 
This theory holds that when things are going well, decision makers tend to act 
prudently and become more risk-averse, so as not to upset a status quo that 
is favorable. When things are not going well, decision makers become prone 
to risky strategies as they seek to change that unacceptable status quo. Thus, 
the first President Bush failed to reach out with much aid to Russia after the 
Soviet Union collapsed—when you are the only superpower left, why aid a 
potential enemy who might arise again?—but chose to go to war with Iraq in 
1990 rather than accept its occupation of neighboring oil-rich Kuwait, even 
though the Iraqi Army was the fourth largest in the world at the time.
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Another instinctive way for presidents to make decisions easier is to com-
pare them with prior situations. Sometimes, they use metaphors. So, when 
George H.W. Bush called Saddam Hussein a “Hitler” following the Iraqi inva-
sion of Kuwait, that metaphor tilted a U.S. response away from any concilia-
tory behavior toward Iraq and instead toward a more robust U.S. response to 
the invasion. How can you compromise with or accommodate a Hitler? Other 
times, presidents say they apply the lessons of history. President Harry Truman 
explained his quick reaction to North Korea’s 1950 invasion of South Korea by 
saying that the “lessons of Munich” showed that appeasing aggressors did not 
work. After all, Adolf Hitler had demanded and gained the German-speaking 
part of Czechoslovakia at a meeting in Munich in 1938, but instead of being 
satisfied, Hitler went on to order the invasion of Poland the next year. Later, 
whenever President Bill Clinton contemplated the use of force to stop the geno-
cide in Rwanda or the ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia, he and his 
advisers kept remembering the images of dead U.S. servicemen being dragged 
through the streets of Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1993. That image prevented any 
serious discussion of putting “boots on the ground” to protect civilians from 
genocidal violence.

Decision Heuristics
Beyond psychological shortcuts, decision makers often rely on what they might 
call “common sense” or “rules of thumb” to make decision making easier 
and faster. Psychologists call such guidelines decision heuristics.6 One such 
heuristic is incrementalism—making only minor changes from what has been 
done before or from one’s current policy position. Such approaches avoid the 
investment of time and effort that finding an optimal solution requires.7 So, 
when the Vietnam War was not going well and the military asked for more 
troops, President Lyndon Johnson ordered more troops to be deployed. With 
each small escalation went the hope that perhaps this new troop level would 
produce a victory, thereby avoiding any painstaking reevaluation of the U.S. 
role in that war.

Implicit in most incremental approaches is the notion of satisficing; the idea 
that the goal is not to discover the optimal or best solution but rather one that 
is “good enough” to be satisfactory or sufficient.8 Any solution that can be por-
trayed as satisfactory or sufficient to meet the policy need is particularly attrac-
tive to an administration when it is under public pressure to “do something” 
regarding an issue. If such a satisficing solution can be marketed as a “suc-
cess” by the administration, so much the better. For example, when the Obama 
administration chose to let Congress largely write the details of an economic 
stimulus package in 2009, it got a satisficing response. While the results may 
not have been ideal to many, they did largely quell the public’s demands to “do 
something” about the Great Recession and the administration could claim that 
a worse depression had been avoided.
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Another decision heuristic requires a bit more thought on the part of the 
administration actors. A poliheuristic approach also envisions decision making 
as a two-step process. The first step is to eliminate as many options as possible 
(using whatever reasoning that makes sense in the situation). The second step is 
to devote whatever time is left to carefully evaluate the few remaining options 
with the goal of maximizing benefits and minimizing risks.9 The 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis decision—to deploy a naval blockade to force the Soviets to re-
move their missiles from Cuba—illustrates this approach. Options such as ap-
pealing to the United Nations (UN), directly approaching Cuban president Fidel 
Castro, and invading Cuba were quickly discarded, leaving the majority of the 
analysis devoted to only two options—a naval blockade or an airstrike. These 
two options were considered carefully before the airstrike option was discarded 
(as it could not guarantee that all missiles would be rendered inoperative), and 
then the blockade option was chosen.10

More recently, the Obama administration appears to have used such an 
approach in making the decision to deploy a troop surge in Afghanistan in 
December 2009, as shown in Box 5.2. While a poliheuristic approach to deci-
sion making is potentially a faster process than the RAM, it is still not a quick 
way to make a decision, as this box illustrates. The meaningful question is 
whether the result of such a process was a good decision.

On December 1, 2009, President Barack 
Obama announced a long-anticipated 
policy shift in a speech at the U.S. Military 
Academy at West Point, New York. He 
said he would increase the number of 
troops in Afghanistan by approximately 
30,000 within the next six months. 
Along with 10,000 more troops he hoped 
would be contributed by NATO allies, the 
goals of these additional forces would 
be to beat back the Taliban insurgency 
against the Afghan government, attack 
al Qaeda elements in Afghanistan and 
weaken their ability to attack the United 
States and its interests, and strengthen 
Afghan forces so they could provide for 
their own national security, thus allowing 
U.S. and NATO forces to leave sooner 
as opposed to later. The goal, he said, 

was to begin the process of military 
withdrawal in July 2011.

This decis ion—to increase the 
number of troops in Afghanistan to beat 
back the enemy so that U.S. troops could 
begin the process of leaving Afghanistan 
sooner—was more than two months 
in the making. The question of what 
strategy to follow in Afghanistan—
where U.S. forces had been fighting for 
over seven years without much to show 
for their effort—had been hanging over 
the new administration since it arrived 
in Washington. Moreover, news reports 
indicated Taliban forces were getting 
�T�U�S�P�O�H�F�S�� �T�P�N�F�U�I�J�O�H �E�J�G�G�F�S�F�O�U �O�F�F�E�F�E �U�P 
be done.

On August 30,  2009, the U.S. 
commander in Afghanistan—General 

Deciding on the Afghan “Surge”: Poliheuristic Decision 
Making or Indecisiveness?
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Stanley McChrystal—submitted a 
classif ied report asking for more 
troops. The options he outlined were 
an 80,000 troop increase to undertake 
a countr ywide counterinsurgency 
campaign against the Taliban and al 
Qaeda forces, which had the greatest 
�I�P�Q�F �G�P�S �B �N�J�M�J�U�B�S�Z �T�V�D�D�F�T�T�� �B �����
������ 
troop increase to take on the Taliban 
and al Qaeda in eastern and southern 
Afghanistan where they were strongest, 
�X�I�J�D�I �N�J�H�I�U �Q�S�F�D�M�V�E�F �B �N�J�M�J�U�B�S�Z �G�B�J�M�V�S�F�� 
or a 10,000–15,000 troop increase to 
focus on training Afghan forces whose 
performance could not be predicted.

When considering these options, 
the president made the ult imate 
decis ion,  but he was a ided by a 
small group of officials dubbed the 
“AfPak” national security team. Group 
members included Vice President Joe 
Biden, Presidential Chief of Staff Rahm 
�&�N�B�O�V�F�M�
 �/�B�U�J�P�O�B�M �4�F�D�V�S�J�U�Z �"�E�W�J�T�F�S 
General James Jones, Deputy National 
Security Adviser Thomas Donilon, 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, UN 
�"�N�C�B�T�T�B�E�P�S �4�V�T�B�O �3�J�D�F�
 �4�Q�F�D�J�B�M �&�O�W�P�Z 
to Pakistan and Afghanistan Richard 
Holbrooke, Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen, Chief 
of U.S. Central Command General 
David Petraeus, Director of National 
Intelligence Dennis Blair, and Director of 
Central Intelligence Leon Panetta. This 
core group of 13 people—with additional 
input at times from Senior Adviser to the 
President David Axelrod, Ambassador 
to Afghanistan Lieutenant General Karl 
�&�J�L�F�O�C�F�S�S�Z�
 �B�O�E �(�F�O�F�S�B�M �.�D�$�I�S�Z�T�U�B�M�‰
met on 10 occasions from September 13 
to November 29 for a total of 25 hours.

Obama had previously read a book 
on the Vietnam War called Lessons 
in Disaster by Gordon Goldstein. The 
lesson the president took away from 

the book was that the U.S. intervention 
in Vietnam had failed because both 
Presidents Kennedy and Johnson 
had not questioned the underlying 
assumptions on which U.S. military 
intervention was based. Obama was 
determined not to make the same 
mistake, so he asked the AfPak group 
fundamental questions such as:

�t�� �8�I�B�U �B�S�F �U�I�F �S�F�M�B�U�J�P�O�T�I�J�Q�T �C�F�U�X�F�F�O 
the Afghan Taliban, the Pakistani 
Taliban, and al Qaeda?

�t�� �$�B�O �B�M �2�B�F�E�B �C�F �E�F�G�F�B�U�F�E �X�J�U�I�P�V�U 
defeating the Afghan Taliban?

�t�� �$�B�O �U�I�F �"�G�H�I�B�O �5�B�M�J�C�B�O �C�F �E�F�G�F�B�U�F�E 
without the defeat of the Pakistani 
Taliban next door?

�t�� �%�J�E �U�I�F �"�G�H�I�B�O �S�F�H�J�N�F �M�F�E �C�Z 
Hamid Karzai have sufficient 
strength and legitimacy to 
participate in a counterinsurgency 
war, or would such a U.S. effort be 
wasted?

�t�� �*�G �U�I�F �5�B�M�J�C�B�O �U�P�P�L �D�P�O�U�S�P�M �P�G 
Afghanistan, would Pakistan be 
next?

The president initially eliminated the 
80,000 troop increase option as too 
much to consider. From that point on, 
he listened and encouraged the others 
to debate the various pros and cons 
of the remaining options. Proponents 
of a 40,000 troop increase included 
Generals Petraeus and McChrystal and 
Secretary Clinton. Director Panetta 
pressed for more covert operatives and 
Predator unmanned drone aircraft to 
be assigned to Pakistan. Vice President 
Biden pushed for a more l imited 
military operation directed solely at al 
Qaeda operatives. Ambassador Rice, 
Ambassador Holbrooke, Chief of Staff 
�&�N�B�O�V�F�M�
 �"�N�C�B�T�T�B�E�P�S �&�J�L�F�O�C�F�S�S�Z�
 �B�O�E 
Adviser Axelrod expressed doubts about 
any military surge due to the human and 
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standing committees or their subcommittees often call hearings to set the stage 
for later policy changes or to pressure the administration regarding current pol-
icies. Through the latter half of the 1960s, one of the ways the Democratically 
controlled Congress kept pressure on President Nixon to end the Vietnam War 
was to hold hearings on the conduct of the war, what its objectives were, the 
prospects for victory, and so on. Such hearings became forums in which the ar-
guments for and against continued U.S. involvement in the war could be raised.

Congressional oversight is another type of direct/nonlegislative process. 
Since they authorize and fund governmental programs and agencies, MCs can 
periodically investigate those programs and agencies to ensure that they are ef-
fectively run and doing what Congress intended. Sometimes such investigations 
can have embarrassing consequences for the administration. For example, in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s rumors began to circulate that the Intelligence Com-
munity had engaged in a variety of unsavory actions that seemed to contravene 
traditional U.S. values. Newspaper accounts reported some of what had been 
rumored, like assassination plots against foreign rulers, support for military re-
gimes with repressive human rights records, and illegal spying activities con-
ducted in the United States against U.S. citizens. Both the House and the Senate 
created committees to investigate these reports. The Senate committee produced 
a record of governmental behaviors that shocked many Americans and led its 
chairman, Frank Church (D-ID), to compare the CIA to a “rogue elephant on 
a rampage.”13 The committee’s final report called for the creation of perma-
nent intelligence committees in Congress to oversee the Intelligence Community, 
prior notification to those committees of covert operations, publication of the 
annual total budget for the Intelligence Community, and an end to support for 
repressive regimes. Most of these changes were later enacted into policy.

Indirect/Legislative Processes
Indirect/legislative processes are available to Congress as well. Sometimes non-
binding legislation sends important signals to the president or other executive 
branch actors. For instance, in 1997 the Senate put an immediate stop to any 
serious U.S. consideration of the Kyoto Protocol to the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change, a treaty that would have required the United States 
to reduce significantly its fossil fuel emissions. A nonbinding “Sense of the Sen-
ate” resolution was passed, which opposed the treaty because it exempted de-
veloping countries from having to reduce their emissions and would result in 
harming the U.S. economy. The fact that the resolution passed by a vote of 95-0 
indicated that the Kyoto Protocol had no chance, as written, to gain Senate ap-
proval. To date, the United States still has not joined the Kyoto Protocol.

Procedural legislation is another form of indirect/legislative process. One of 
the discoveries by congressional investigations in the 1970s was that the Nixon 
administration had made secret commitments to other governments, often in the 
form of arms sales. Thus, in 1976 Congress passed the Arms Export Control Act. 
Since then the act has been amended to keep up with changing times, but it now re-
quires the administration to inform Congress 30 days in advance of any proposed 
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Following hundreds of speeches and years of pressure on the reluctant admin-
istration, Congress was able to muster the votes to pass the National Missile 
Defense Act in 1999.

Another example concerns climate change. Despite the opposition of 
President George W. Bush to significant climate change legislation, in 2006 
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) vowed to keep the pressure on by forming 
the House Select Committee on Energy Independence and Global Warming. Led 
by Representative Ed Markey (D-MA), the committee held numerous hearings 
on global climate change and its impacts on the United States. Due to such pres-
sure, before his term ended President Bush was willing to consider legislation 
that at least set “aspirational” (i.e., nonbinding) goals for reductions in fossil 
fuel emissions.

However, the record for long-term efforts to set the governmental agenda 
might go to former Senator William Proxmire (D-WI). Beginning in 1967, 
Proxmire made a speech on the Senate floor virtually every day the Senate was 
in session, pressing for the U.S. ratification of the Genocide Convention. When 
it was finally approved 20 years later, he had given over 3000 floor speeches to 
ensure that the Senate did not forget about this treaty.16

Framing debate is another indirect/nonlegislative process. This refers to cast-
ing or “branding” the terms of a debate in ways that help one side over the other. 
So when Representative Chris Smith (R-NJ) continually cast the most favored 
nation debate on China in terms of “supporting baby killers,” he explicitly linked 
China’s abortion policies to a trade issue. Similarly, congressional supporters of 
military aid for Colombia continually stressed that the aid is part of a “war on 
drugs” in the United States. Thus, those who said the aid strengthened a repres-
sive regime guilty of human rights violations then had to protect themselves here 
at home from charges of being “soft on drugs,” and they lost the debate.

A final example of indirect/nonlegislative processes involves contacts with 
foreign leaders. By meeting foreign leaders and giving them a favorable audi-
ence, MCs can push press administrations to do more on certain issues. In the 
1980s, the then House Speaker Jim Wright (D-TX) used his contacts with Costa 
Rican President Oscar Arias to continually press for U.S. support of a Central 
American Peace Plan. When President Reagan would not meet with Arias to 
discuss the plan, Wright invited Arias to come speak to Congress about it. 
Arias went on to win the Nobel Peace Prize for his role in ending the con-
flict in Central America. More recently, multiple presidents have had difficulty 
pressing Israeli governments to make concessions in return for peace with the 
Palestinians. Yet when Israeli leaders come to Washington, they are showered 
with support by MCs who tell them, as Speaker Pelosi did in 2010, “We in Con-
gress stand by Israel,” which undercuts the administration’s position.17

Obviously, some MCs prefer some of these four processes of congressional 
activity more than others, whereas some often move back and forth seamlessly 
between them. Some issues illustrate multiple processes over time as well, as 
illustrated in Box 7.2. However, the most interesting question is how much im-
pact Congress and its members have had in shaping U.S. foreign policy. We turn 
to that now.
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The power of presidents to make war is 
widely considered their greatest foreign 
policy power. By using their commander 
in chief role to send troops into harm’s 
way, presidents can begin wars at any 
time. Although Congress has the power 
to declare war, the last time Congress 
used that power was during World War II 
(declaring war against Germany’s allies 
Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania in 
1942). Since then, presidents have 
expected Congress to back them up 
with funding to support the troops and, 
when absolutely necessary politically, 
authorizations of the use of force. 
MCs have done so in Korea in 1950, 
in Vietnam in 1964, in Lebanon in 1982, 
in Panama in 1989, in Kuwait in 1991, in 
Somalia in 1992, and in Bosnia in 1995.

However, following the terrorist 
attacks on New York’s World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon on September 11, 
2001, U.S. forces were sent against the 
Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Initially, 
this use of force elicited virtually no 
opposition in Congress for two reasons. 
First, in the days just after the attack on 
the United States, President George 
W. Bush sought a congressional 
authorization to use force against the 
terrorists and those who supported 
them. On September 14, 2001, the 
authorization passed by a 420-1 vote in 
the House and a 98-0 vote in the Senate. 
Second, the war against the Taliban 
regime that had provided sanctuary to 
Osama bin Laden seemed justified and 
was initially successful. That regime fell 
quickly with very few U.S. casualties.

However, as the prolonged military 
occupation of Afghanistan prompted 

significant armed resistance to U.S. 
forces and the George W. Bush 
administration chose to go to war 
against Iraq, congressional opposition to 
these uses of force began to swell. The 
opposition grew as these occupations 
continued year after year, and U.S. 
casualty counts mounted over time. 
After the Democrats gained control of 
both the House and the Senate in the 
November 2006 elections, they began 
trying to force the administration to 
adopt deadlines for the withdrawal of 
U.S. troops from Iraq, but they were 
unsuccessful in the face of opposition 
claims that producing such deadlines 
would be an advantage to the insurgents 
fighting U.S. troops. Instead, they had 
to wait until a new president could be 
elected, and in Barack Obama they had a 
candidate who declared that the wrong 
war being fought in Iraq (wrong in the 
sense that it was not justified in terms 
of an Iraqi threat to vital U.S. national 
interests) had taken military resources 
from the right war being fought in 
Afghanistan (right in the sense that it 
was there that al Qaeda had gained 
sanctuary and support).

Despite a greater U.S. military effort 
in Afghanistan after President Obama 
was inaugurated, the Taliban continued 
to grow in strength in Afghanistan, U.S. 
casualty totals continued to climb, and 
the government of President Hamid 
Karzai seemed incapable of governing in 
the countryside outside Kabul or reining 
in the corruption and drug trafficking 
that plagued much of the country. 
Congress iona l  Democrats  began 
pressuring President Obama to get U.S. 

Congressional Opposition to the War in Afghanistan
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forces out of Afghanistan. Some MCs 
said the war was simply not worth the 
lives of U.S. troops. Others said the 
effort was morally justified but militarily 
unwise. From their point of view, if prior 
empires like the Greeks, the Persians, 
the Moghuls, the Sikhs, the British, 
and the Russians could not control 
Afghanistan, what made the United 
States think it could?

President Obama was caught in 
a dilemma. He had campaigned on 
fighting the “right war” in Afghanistan 
and had garnered some hard-won 
praise for that stance by numerous 
Republicans in Congress. So he had a 
lot of political capital invested in staying 
the course in Afghanistan. On the other 
hand, pursuing that military option put 
him on a collision course with a small 
but vocal and growing number of MCs 
from his own party, including influential 
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) 
and the Congressional Progressive 
Caucus whose support he needed on 
other issues. Obama tried to please 
everyone with a compromise solution. 
In 2009, he announced a surge in the 
number of U.S. troops to be sent to 

Afghanistan, but he also coupled that 
announcement with a declaration that 
the process of removing troops would 
begin in 2011.

Up to his compromise “surge but 
begin the withdrawal” announcement, 
nothing President Obama had said as 
a candidate or president indicated he 
would waver from his oft-stated goal of 
taking the fight to the Taliban and the 
remnants of al Qaeda in Afghanistan (and 
even across the border in neighboring 
Pakistan). Yet congressional opposition 
to the war in Afghanistan by members 
of his own party seemingly convinced 
him to revise his war plans. Thus, the 
war in Afghanistan demonstrates both 
direct/legislative processes to authorize 
the use of force and direct/nonlegislative 
efforts by MCs to end it. This episode 
certainly belies the argument that 
Congress plays no meaningful role in 
presidential war-making decisions, as 
does the evidence presented in the book 
While Dangers Gather: Congressional 
Checks on Presidential War Powers by 
William G. Howell and Jon C. Pevehouse 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2007).

Congressional Foreign Policy Influence
So in the end, how much influence does Congress have over U.S. foreign policy 
making? The short answer is, as much as its members desire. As noted in 
Chapter 4, Congress has an impressive array of constitutional powers in the 
realm of foreign policy. Congress can influence almost any aspect of U.S. for-
eign policy by what it chooses to authorize, to fund, and to mandate the admin-
istration to do or by how it chooses to shape the public debate.

Historically, Congress has authorized and funded the basic governmental 
structures that implement and administer foreign policy—from Cabinet depart-
ments like State and Defense and Homeland Security to agencies like the CIA 
and NSA to presidential advisory bodies like the National Security Council (and 
staff) and National Economic Council (and staff). Just as Congress can create 
such entities, it can terminate them as it did with the U.S. Information Agency 
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assertiveness—being willing to question or challenge what the president 
wants—has increased over time. From the end of World War II until around 
1958, Congress was largely supportive of the president’s foreign policy agenda 
which was dominated by Cold War issues. From 1958 until 1967, Congress be-
came increasingly likely to challenge the president’s foreign policy wishes. Some 
MCs thought presidents were not pressing the Cold War against the Soviets 
enough, while others began wondering if the Cold War was necessary. From 
1968 through the 1980s, Congress was both active in and assertive of its own 
prerogatives in foreign policy making. Thus, from the height of the Vietnam 
War to the end of the Cold War, Congress was quite willing to challenge presi-
dential foreign policy initiatives. Since the end of the Cold war until the present, 
Congress has returned to being less active in foreign policy making but more 
willing to challenge the president when it decides to act.20

Conclusion
In summary, while the role of the president in making U.S. foreign policy should 
never be underestimated, neither should the congressional role be unnecessarily 
minimized. Congress routinely sets the legal, financial, or political parameters 
of what an administration can do in foreign affairs, and at times the basic direc-
tion of the ship of state itself.

Glossary Terms
Congressional foreign policy entrepreneurs  those MCs who choose to act on their 
own foreign policy agendas rather than await administration action on those issues. 
They are policy innovators.
Normal trade status  previously known as most favored nation status, it means that 
any state having such status with the United States will get the same, best deal on a trade 
policy matter that any other state gets from the United States.
Rally effect  the boost in presidential support or popularity by the public during a crisis 
or emergency, which is usually short lived.
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CHAPTER 8
Pluralist Policy Processes 

and Societal Actors

This rally against the role played by AIPAC—the American Israel Public Affairs Committee—  
demonstrates the degree of influence an interest group can be seen as having in U.S. 
foreign policy.
Source: Alex Wong/Getty Images News/Getty Images
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not that informed about foreign policy. Only around a quarter of the U.S. 
public actually keeps up with foreign policy news and events on a consistent 
basis.1 Most Americans are too busy focusing on their own lives, interests, and 
responsibilities to take the time needed to educate themselves on foreign policy 
issues.

Second, if Americans did take the time to educate themselves on foreign 
policy issues, the process of communicating their ideas to elected officials is not 
easy. If they want to go beyond contacting the White House (via phone, fax, 
e-mail, Facebook, Twitter, etc.), citizens must identify at least one or more of 
the three members of Congress (MCs) who represent them—the two senators 
and the one representative. They may also decide to contact even more MCs 
to make sure their message gets out. Then they must determine how best to 
contact these officials—again, by phone, fax, e-mail, Facebook, Twitter, the offi-
cials’ websites, and so on. All this takes time and some perseverance. Some will 
prefer to communicate face-to-face with elected representatives, which means 
getting appointments either in Washington or when the official is back home 
in the state or district. Anyone who has sought personal meetings with MCs 
will tell you that it usually takes weeks or even months to get on their sched-
ule, if you can get on it at all. None of this is easy or quick, and relatively few 
Americans go to such efforts.

So how do public sentiments get communicated to policy makers? The an-
swer lies in the pluralist policy process. Starting in the 1950s, observers began 
talking about how individuals got their interests and sentiments expressed to 
relevant policy makers through the actions of organized groups to which these 
individuals belonged.

While it takes a lot of effort for individuals to go through the steps men-
tioned to influence their elected representatives, group membership can make 
that process easier. By joining a group that shares interests, group members can 
pool their resources—for example through group dues—and sponsor the effort 
of a few of their members (or professional lobbyists hired for this purpose) to 
communicate the group’s wishes to policy makers. Thus, governmental policy is 
shaped through the competition of these groups in gaining the ears of govern-
ment officials to persuade the officials to act as the groups prefer. If groups are 
effective in getting their message to the targeted policy makers and are taken 
seriously by policy makers, then policy makers will take the groups’ views into 
consideration when making foreign policy.2 Consider this a form of mediated 
democracy, in which the groups serve as the agents for their members who are 
their principals.3 So the essence of pluralist policy processes is that groups com-
pete for the attention of policy makers, so that their interests get represented 
when decisions are made, and there is a presumption that no particular group 
dominates foreign policy decision making all the time. This last point means 
that pluralism is the opposite of elitism, the idea that a small group regularly 
dominates foreign policy making. So if no one group dominates foreign policy 
making, what types of groups get involved in this competition for influence? We 
turn to that next.
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Societal Actors
Four sets of societal actors routinely get involved in influencing foreign policy. 
One type—interest groups—comes immediately to mind after our discussion of 
pluralist policy processes. However, think tanks, the mass media, and individual 
opinion leaders also play important roles. These are illustrated in Figure 8.1, 
but as you look at it, remember that these multiple interest groups, think tanks, 
media outlets, and individual opinion leaders also interact with each other as 
they are trying to influence governmental policy makers. Let’s discuss each of 
these types of actors in turn.

Interest Groups
When citizens come together around a common interest, they can influence 
policy makers based on their numbers as potential voters, the amounts of cam-
paign contributions they can provide, their ability to get the ear of policy mak-
ers, or even their ability to get their members elected or appointed to foreign 
policy-making roles. A good example of several of these methods can be seen in 
the activities of the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF).

Created in 1981 by Jorge Mas Canosa and others, with the assistance 
of President Ronald Reagan’s first National Security Adviser Richard Allen, 
CANF quickly became the dominant political voice of the Cuban-American 
community. Mas was a Cuban exile who participated in the failed 1961 U.S.-
sponsored Bay of Pigs invasion that sought to overthrow Fidel Castro’s commu-
nist regime in Cuba. Thereafter, he built a personal fortune through a family-run 
engineering firm in Miami and reportedly maintained close ties with former 
colleagues-in-arms in the CIA. He established personal relationships with virtu-
ally all the leading elected officials in Florida and called on them often to press 
for their support of anti-Castro policies. Mas also used his friendship with Jeb 
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voters in such states becomes very important to anyone who hopes to win the 
presidency.

The example of CANF shows the variety of ways in which interest groups 
can influence foreign policy through pluralist processes. They can gain the ear 
of elected officials, promote the sponsorship of desired legislation, and use both 
their voting strength and campaign dollars to help get those friendly to the 
group’s aims elected to office. They can also withhold their help from anyone 
who has previously benefitted from their votes or campaign contributions and 
who has subsequently displeased them, or they can direct campaign assistance 
to those who run against unfriendly elected officials. They can also seek to get 
their members or similarly motivated individuals appointed to foreign policy–
making positions in presidential administrations or elected to Congress. Finally, 
they can use their contacts in the media to get their message out to the local or 
national community.

CANF also provides another lesson in terms of interest group influence. 
Just as a group can rise in influence quickly, it can decline quickly as well. 
CANF’s close identification with the charismatic Jorge Mas Canosa meant that 
the group was weakened following the death of Mr. Mas in 1997. Infighting 
among top members led to a number of them splitting off in 2001 to form a 
new group, the Cuban Liberty Council. At this point, it is unclear that either 
CANF or the Cuban Liberty Council possesses the kind of foreign policy influ-
ence CANF could claim in the 1980s and 1990s. For a more recent example of 
such interest group influence, see Box 8.1.

In a democracy where all have the legal right to petition their government 
for the redress of grievances, well-organized and well-funded interest groups 
may be important players in shaping U.S. foreign policy. They become even 
more influential when they informally form alliances with bureaucratic agencies 
and MCs who share their interests. When you get a bureaucratic agency that 
wants to implement a program, an interest group or set of interest groups that 
want to benefit from that program, and MCs who want to authorize and fund 
it, this combination is called a subgovernment or iron triangle, and it can be 
very difficult to oppose it over the long term.8

An interesting example comes in the area of agricultural sales. U.S. agri-
businesses continually desire new markets for their products, a desire shared by 
the MCs who represent farming constituencies and bureaucrats at the Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) who want to promote 
U.S. agricultural sales. As suggested by the CANF example, an underserved 
market for U.S. food products can be found just 95 miles south of Key West, 
Florida. Beginning in the early 1960s, U.S. companies were barred from doing 
business with Fidel Castro’s communist regime in Cuba. Yet Cuba has to import 
food, and over time watching other countries sell food to Cuba became painful 
to the U.S. agribusiness industry. Led by agribusiness giants like ADM (Archer 
Daniels Midland), U.S. food producers began asking MCs and officials at the 
USDA’s FAS why these corporations had to stand idly by and watch their in-
ternational competition make profits by selling food to Cuba. Consistent pres-
sure from groups like ADM and the officials at FAS led the largely Republican 
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An international set of rules known as 
the nuclear nonproliferation regime 
exists to control the spread of nuclear 
weapons, because these weapons are 
seen by the international community 
as inherently destabilizing world peace 
and order. According to the regime, 
nuclear “haves” are not to provide 
nuclear weapons to nuclear “have-
nots,” and nuclear “have-nots” are not 
to seek nuclear weapons. The United 
States is one of the original signatories 
of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty 
on which this regime is based and has 
consistently supported nonproliferation 
efforts in the past. Now comes the 
curious case of India.

As one of the few states never to sign 
the Nonproliferation Treaty, India was 
legally free to test nuclear weapons, which 
it did successfully in 1998. However, 
under the terms of the U.S. Arms Export 
Control Act of 1976, such a nuclear test 
triggered automatic economic sanctions 
by the United States against India. Yet the 
continuing rise of China as an economic 
and military power, and the rise of India 
as the world’s largest democracy and a 
potential counterweight to China in Asia, 
put the U.S. policy of penalizing India as a 
nuclear proliferator in question. What was 
more important: upholding U.S. law and 
the nonproliferation regime or reaching 
out to improve U.S.-Indian relations for 
the strategic and economic advantages 
such a move offered in Asia? There were 
compelling arguments on both sides of 
the debate.

The relat ively new India lobby 
stepped in to tip the balance of this 
debate. Indian-Americans are one of 

the fastest growing ethnic groups in 
the U.S. population, they are found in 
virtually all the major metropolitan areas 
of the country, and they have a median 
family income almost twice the national 
average. Perhaps not surprisingly, 
the House of Representatives India 
Caucus comprises about a quarter 
of the House membership, and the 
Friends of India Caucus comprises 
about 20% of the Senate. Multiple 
Indian-American interest groups now 
exist, such as the U.S.-India Business 
Council, the Confederation of Indian 
Industry, and the Indian-American 
Republican Council. To coordinate these 
and other efforts, there is also a U.S.-
India Political Action Committee 
(USINPAC) modeled on the example of 
the highly influential AIPAC. After 1998, 
these interest groups pushed to get 
U.S. sanctions reversed and to promote 
a close working relationship between 
the United States and India on nuclear 
technology matters—despite India’s 
prior nuclear weapons test and failure to 
sign the Nonproliferation Treaty.

Most of the sanctions against India 
were waived by President Bill Clinton 
before he left office and by President 
George W. Bush in his first year in office. 
However, the crowning achievement 
of the India lobby’s efforts was the 
2005 U.S.-Indian nuclear cooperation 
agreement, which covered a wide range 
of activities related to the civilian use of 
nuclear power but not related to nuclear 
weaponry. In essence, India would be 
able to have its cake and eat it too; it 
could get the benefits of access to U.S. 
nuclear technology and nuclear fuel for 

Nuclear Proliferation, U.S. Law, and the Power  
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and interest groups that are components of a subgovernment generally prevail 
over interest groups that are acting without such strong congressional and bu-
reaucratic support. But interest groups are not the only types of groups active in 
shaping U.S. foreign policy. Think tanks often play key roles as well.

Think Tanks
Privately funded research organizations, commonly referred to as think tanks, 
are another societal source of foreign policy input. For years, entities like the 
Council on Foreign Relations, the Business Roundtable, the Brookings Institu-
tion, and the Center for Strategic and International Studies have studied prob-
lems and issued reports, and their representatives have testified before Congress 
and gone out into local communities to try to educate the public and policy 
makers on their preferred foreign policy positions. In extreme cases, think tanks 
can have profound influences, as shown in Box 8.2.

Possibly the most controversial think tank 
influencing U.S. foreign policy in the last 
half century was the Project for the New 
American Century (PNAC). Founded 
in 1997 by William Kristol (editor of the 
Weekly Standard and former chief of staff 
for Vice President Dan Quayle) and Robert 
Kagan (a senior associate at the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace and 
a writer for the Weekly Standard and the 
Washington Post), it brought together a 
group of neoconservatives who believed 
the 21st century represented a unique 
opportunity. Since the United States was 
no longer opposed by a superpower like 
the Soviet Union, PNAC members felt 
the United States should use its power 
to spread its values abroad, in short, to 
do good.13

All think tanks benefit from getting 
their members placed in policy-making 
positions, but PNAC was extremely 
successful in that regard. A number 
of the original signers of its statement 
of principles went on to important 

policy-making posts in the George W. 
Bush administration. They included 
presidential Special Assistants Elliott 
Abrams and Zalmay Khalizad (who 
also later became ambassador to 
Iraq, ambassador to Afghanistan, and 
ambassador to the UN) as well as 
Vice President Dick Cheney and his 
Chief of Staff Lewis (“Scooter”) Libby 
and Deputy Assistant for National 
Security Affairs Aaron Friedberg. Those 
found in the Defense Department 
included Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, 
Deputy Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, and 
Assistant Secretary Peter Rodman. 
Those in the State Department included 
Undersecretary Paula Dobriansky and 
State Department Counselor Eliot 
Cohen. Even presidential brother Jeb 
Bush was an original signatory of 
PNAC’s statement of principles.14 Thus, 
members of PNAC were well placed to 
press their views on U.S. foreign policy.

One of their foremost views advocated 
the overthrow of the Iraqi regime of 

The Project for the New American Century  
and the War in Iraq
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of weapons of mass destruction, and terrorism, in addition to basic U.S. foreign 
policy positions.26

Once a think tank has research findings or policy views it believes could 
improve policy making, it must get those out before the policy makers and the 
public. WINEP provides a number of experts who try to guide policy makers 
whenever possible. Such advising often occurs in private meetings with adminis-
tration officials. On the other hand, some of it occurs in public before congres-
sional committees. In 2010, WINEP researchers testified in person or provided 
written testimony:

•	 About U.S. policy toward the Iran reform movement before the House For-
eign Affairs Committee

•	 About the Middle East peace process before the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee

•	 About efforts to combat money laundering that could be financing terror-
ism before the Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations of the House 
Financial Services Committee

•	 About disrupting the international financing of terrorist groups before the 
Subcommittee on Crime and Drugs of the Senate Judiciary Committee

•	 About new directions in the U.S.-Turkish relationship before the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee27

Think tanks also try to educate the public as well as government officials, 
particularly the attentive public that pays attention to foreign affairs and might 
also try to influence policy makers. To do so, WINEP publishes and sells books, 
presidential study group reports, monographs, conference proceedings, military 
research papers, special studies, policy papers, and research notes that are avail-
able through its website. Its policy experts also reach out to the public through 
media appearances. In just one month, for example (September 2010), WINEP 
experts appeared in the following press outlets:28

•	 ABC Radio
•	 Agence France-Presse
•	 Al-Arabiya
•	 Al-Jazeera
•	 Atlantic Monthly (twice)
•	 BBC (twice)
•	 Canada’s CBC
•	 Canada’s CTV
•	 CBS
•	 Chicago Tribune
•	 China’s Xinhua
•	 Christian Science Monitor
•	 ForeignPolicy.com
•	 Fox News (twice)
•	 Israel’s Haaretz (twice)
•	 Israel’s Jerusalem Post
•	 New York Times (twice)
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•	 PBS
•	 Politico.com (twice)
•	 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty
•	 USA Today

Older audiences may be reached via print outlets or through radio and tele-
vision, whereas younger audiences may be reached through new media outlets. 
WINEP can be followed on Twitter, it has a Facebook page, it provides podcasts 
and videos via YouTube, and it provides RSS feeds as well.29

By being able to influence policy by getting its members or friends posi-
tioned in governmental office, by providing multiple means of advising policy 
makers, and by getting their message out to the public, WINEP and think tanks 
like it can be a force in helping shape U.S. foreign policy. It seems little wonder 
that some observers feel that think tanks are the crucial linchpin in the policy-
making process in the United States.30 But again, they are not the only influen-
tial societal actors shaping foreign policy. There is also the mass media to be 
considered.

The Mass Media
You might think of the mass media like a public utility; it is there to serve the 
greater good. However, the United States mass media also acts much like an 
interest group by what and how it chooses to cover. Here, the mass media in-
cludes news organizations such as the major national newspapers, wire services, 
television and radio networks, and Internet sites. At times it can also include the 
entertainment media such as movies or television programs that bear on specific 
foreign policy–related topics.

For the news media, the challenge is choosing what news to cover. There 
are far more news events than can be included in the typical daily newspaper, 
television or radio broadcast, or Internet websites. So what should be covered? 
Let’s use an example to illustrate the dynamic of news coverage.

The Middle East is one of the regions of the world best covered by U.S. 
news media outlets. Mideast news stories routinely appear on the front page of 
the New York Times and often lead the international news segments of network 
broadcast news. Still, what someone chooses to cover makes a difference. Con-
sider, for example, the government of Iran. Due to past history, Iran looms large 
among U.S. foreign policy concerns. During the Eisenhower administration, the 
CIA played an important role in overthrowing a democratically elected regime 
there in 1953 and putting Iran’s young monarch—Shah Mohammad Reza Shah 
Pahlavi—in control of an oil-rich country in a strategic location. Over the years, 
U.S. support for the Shah continued even as his regime became increasingly cor-
rupt and developed a reputation for widespread human rights abuses. Follow-
ing Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iranian students stormed the U.S. embassy 
in Tehran and held 52 American diplomats hostage for over a year. Until the 
recent 2013 diplomatic breakthrough in which Iran agreed to reduce its nuclear 
fuel enrichment program and allow international inspections of its nuclear fa-
cilities in return for a limited lifting of some economic sanctions by the United 
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States and EU, Iran’s Islamic leaders and elected officials routinely referred to 
the United States as “the Great Satan.”

Given all the earlier discussion, it is not surprising that the U.S. news me-
dia watches Iranian events closely. For example, the presidential election there 
in 2009 was well covered, as a reform movement in Iran coalesced around the 
candidacy of Mir Hossein Mousavi who was thought to have a real chance of 
defeating President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad if the elections were conducted in a 
free and fair manner. However in a multicandidate election, official election re-
sults named Ahmadinejad the winner without even a runoff, and all three major 
opposition candidates rejected the results as rigged. Thousands of Iranians took 
to the streets to protest what many saw as the “stealing” of an election, and 
Iranian security forces used lethal force to break up the demonstrations. The 
Iranian government acknowledged several dozen deaths, but protesters claimed 
hundreds had been killed by the police and militia forces. All this was well cov-
ered in the U.S. media. When U.S. media outlets were prevented from filming 
demonstrations, they often turned to the demonstrators themselves, who had 
taken pictures and videos on their cell phones. Those were then shown on net-
work news outlets in the United States. In particular, their photos and video of 
the shooting death of a young woman named Neda brought a human face to 
the suffering of the protesters.

Individually, President Ahmadinejad was also well covered in the U.S. 
news media. Like other world leaders, he came to the United States every fall 
to attend the opening session of the UN General Assembly. His speeches were 
typically included in the daily U.S. news, due to his tendency of making con-
troversial statements. In the past he questioned whether the Holocaust really 
occurred during World War II and, in 2010, he asserted that the 9/11 attacks 
on the World Trade Center and Pentagon were the work of the United States 
itself—so as to have a justification to wage war on Islam. As is the case virtually 
every year, news coverage then showed other diplomats getting up and walking 
out of the room rather than listening to his heated rhetoric.

Based on this news coverage, many Americans know that Iran has long 
had a controversial regime that may be pursuing the development of nuclear 
weapons. Many think its former leader said “crazy” things, even if they cannot 
remember his name, and they may think he stole an election. Not surprisingly, 
they may perceive Iran to be a very anti-American place. While that impression 
may be somewhat moderated by the diplomatic breakthrough mentioned ear-
lier, what many Americans may not know is that Iran represents a civilization 
that is 3500 years old, that its citizens are highly nationalistic, that Iran’s presi-
dent is not the most powerful official in the country, and that its young peo-
ple—who make up the majority of its population—tend to be pro-Western if 
not actually pro-American in their personal attitudes. Because of the way news 
is covered, many Americans know a fair amount about Iran’s government, but 
that does not mean what they know about Iran or Iranians is totally accurate.

U.S. policy toward Iran has come under challenge from at least one think 
tank. The New America Foundation has an Iran Project directed by Flynt 
Leverett, who resigned his position as the Mideast expert on the National 
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Security Council staff due to policy disagreements with the George W. Bush 
administration. Leverett thinks that the Obama administration’s approach to 
Iran—like Bush’s—is unnecessarily hostile and that U.S. interests in the entire 
region would be advanced by improved relations with the Iranian regime. He 
has used the New America website and its podcasts to launch two blogs about 
Iran—www.RaceForIran.com and www.GoingToTehran.com—to advance 
these ideas. Although some of Leverett’s articles and op-ed columns have ap-
peared in outlets such as the New York Times and Politico.com, to date other 
mass media outlets that reach far more Americans have not carried his message 
that Iran is a major regional player in the Middle East whose interests should 
be taken seriously by U.S. foreign policy makers. It seems the image of a “crazy” 
Iranian president and a rabidly anti-American Iranian religious leadership dom-
inates the mainstream news, but the 2013 diplomatic breakthrough on Iran’s 
nuclear program may soften that image.

Another way that the mass media may influence policy making is through 
films—both documentary and entertainment. Any film that informs and edu-
cates the public about a foreign policy–related issue can impact policy makers 
or those who have their ear. A good documentary example is An Inconvenient 
Truth, the Oscar-winning film about former Vice President Al Gore’s effort to 
get people to take global climate change seriously. Based on viewing this film, 
many Americans now accept the premise that global climate change is occur-
ring, it is impacted by human activity, and it should be on the foreign and do-
mestic policy-making agenda.

There are far more examples of entertainment films that have impacted the 
public about foreign policy issues and the way the United States engages others 
beyond its borders. A number of films were made after the U.S. withdrawal from 
the Vietnam War, and most of them presented negative portrayals of engaging 
in counterinsurgency warfare or intervening in other people’s civil wars.  
Movies such as Platoon, Apocalypse Now, and  Full Metal Jacket made 
Americans question not only their country’s foreign policy but also about their 
country’s military. Then movies like First Blood (a.k.a. Rambo), Top Gun, and 
An Officer and a Gentleman made many Americans feel better about their mili-
tary and its role in society. Today’s generation of college students may know 
something of Somalia and the U.S. role there due to the film Blackhawk Down. 
They also may know about the Rwandan genocide from the film Hotel Rwanda, 
and about the war in Iraq from films such as The Hurt Locker and The Green 
Zone. Those interested in the world of intelligence and covert operations might 
have been attracted to films such as The Good Shepherd, Syriana, Zero Dark 
Thirty, or the four films in the Bourne series.

Finally, television also has an informative role for many Americans. A few 
years ago, many Americans got their ideas of the modern presidency from the 
television series The West Wing. More recently, viewers might assume the world 
of U.S. counterterrorism operations resembled that of the series 24, while others 
might have seen the counterterrorism operations as more realistically portrayed 
in N.C.I.S.—Naval Criminal Investigative Service, its spinoff—N.C.I.S. Los 
Angeles, or in Showtime’s Homeland. In short, a number of different mass media 

www.RaceForIran.com
www.GoingToTehran.com
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outlets provide some information on the external challenges and opportunities 
that U.S. foreign policy makers must address. But individual opinion leaders 
also try to shape foreign policy, and thus they must be considered an important 
societal actor as well.

Individual Opinion Leaders
Select individuals can influence public opinion in ways that shape policy. Ce-
lebrities can at times leverage their fame to bring attention to an issue. Actor 
George Clooney is a good example. While he has pushed a number of issues, 
two in particular stand out. The first was the relief effort for the survivors 
of the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti. Within 10 days of the earthquake, 
Clooney had lined up over 100 entertainment celebrities to appear on the tele-
thon “Hope for Haiti Now” a two-hour program that was shown simultane-
ously and commercial-free on more than 25 commercial television networks in 
the United States and around the world. The global audience for the program 
was estimated at 640 million, and more than $50 million was raised for Haitian 
relief.31 Clooney’s efforts added public weight behind the efforts of the U.S. 
government to respond to the Haitian catastrophe.

However, Clooney is probably even better known for his long-term efforts 
to bring peace to Sudan. Initially, his efforts were to stop the genocide in the 
Darfur region of western Sudan. To that end, he appeared at a “Save Darfur” 
rally in Washington, DC, in 2005 and spent 10 days in Chad and Sudan in 
2006. There he learned firsthand about the events in Darfur and made a televi-
sion documentary (“A Journey to Darfur”) about the conflict.32 That same year 
he appeared before the UN Security Council with Nobel Peace Prize Winner 
Elie Wiesel to ask for UN intervention to stop the genocide, and he and fellow 
actor Don Cheadle went to Egypt and China to ask their governments to put 
more pressure on Sudan to stop the genocide.33 In 2007, it was reported that 
he and his co-stars from the film Ocean’s 13 had contributed $750,000 to help 
the victims of the Sudanese genocide.34 Further, Not on Our Watch—a group 
he co-founded with Brad Pitt, Matt Damon, Don Cheadle, Jerry Weintraub and 
David Pressman—raised over $9 million for Sudanese relief. For his efforts, he 
was appointed by the UN as a “Messenger of Peace in 2008.”35

In 2010, Clooney turned his attention to the vote in Sudan to separate the 
country by allowing the southern portion to become independent. He traveled 
to southern Sudan with Ann Curry of the NBC Today Show where he talked 
to the people about the 2011 vote on splitting the country. Fearing the violence 
that might result from the vote, he returned to the United States and tried to 
spread the message that a diplomatic intervention prior to the vote could save 
countless lives. He appeared on the Today Show, he spoke at a meeting of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, and he briefed President Obama at the White 
House.36 In short, many Americans—particularly those who follow celebrities 
and so-called soft news but not hard news —know something about Sudan and 
the events there because of the efforts of George Clooney and his colleagues.
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The world is counting on us …. After years of war and uncertainty, people are 
wondering what the future holds, at home and abroad. So let me say it clearly: 
The United States can, must, and will lead in this new century.39

As it leads, the values the United States wants to share with others generally 
come from liberalism. As suggested in Chapter 2, traditional liberalism holds 
that the most important thing in society is the freedom and liberty of each in-
dividual, and thus while governments are necessary to do the things individuals 
cannot easily do for themselves, governments should be kept as small as possi-
ble so as not to trample on individual liberties. Since liberalism values the indi-
vidual so much, democracy is the preferred form of government, as democracy 
gives free individuals a means by which they can directly participate in choosing 
who governs them. Finally, liberalism also believes that free-market capitalism 
is the best economic system, as it enables free individuals to pursue whatever 
activity they desire to make a living, with the corresponding opportunities to 
succeed or fail. These values also shape U.S. policy preferences. U.S. foreign 
policy proposals that do not fit within the parameters of American exceptional-
ism, individual rights, limited government, democracy, and capitalism become 
very hard to defend in the public sphere. But political culture is largely static. 
It set boundaries of acceptable policies. Public attitudes and opinions also play 
important roles.

Public Attitudes and Opinion
In a democracy, what the public thinks matters. Such public inputs can be either 
broad attitudes that do not quickly change or the public’s opinion on specific 
issues at a given point in time which may change more quickly.

For broad public attitudes to be relatively stable over time, they must be 
based on fundamental concerns. While some will talk about Americans be-
ing liberal or conservative, the meaning of those labels is hard to pin down. 
“Liberal” compared to what? “Conservative” compared to what? A more pre-
cise way to capture fundamental attitudes about foreign policy is to ask two 
more specific questions: How do you feel about the use of military power (thus 
militant internationalism), and how do you feel about cooperating with others 
(thus cooperative internationalism)?

As Figure 8.2 shows, dichotomies on these two fundamental dimensions 
create four major attitudinal orientations to foreign policy: internationalists 
who support both cooperative and militant internationalism, accommoda-
tionists who support cooperative internationalism but oppose militant inter-
nationalism, hardliners who oppose cooperative internationalism but support 
militant internationalism, and isolationists who oppose both cooperative and 
militant internationalism.40 Although U.S. leaders tend to be overrepresented 
in the internationalist and accommodationist categories and are rarely found 
in the isolationist category, the distribution of the public’s attitudes is far more 
equal across all four of these attitudinal categories. A reasonable number of 
Americans fall into each one, with the smallest category being isolationists 
who generally still account for 18–20% of the public.41 Thus, while not as 
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internationally oriented as its leaders, typically around 80% of Americans favor 
some form of international engagement. They just disagree on the nature of that 
engagement; should it emphasize cooperation, the use of force, or both? These 
attitudes tend to be reasonably stable over time and when they change, they 
generally change in incremental stages and in response to changes in the exter-
nal policy environment.

In contrast to such broader attitudes, what Americans think on specific, 
short-term issues is called public opinion. Appointed officials may choose to 
ignore it, but elected officials normally give it at least some consideration when 
dealing with foreign policy problems and options. Our policy-making questions 
center around two concerns: whose opinions are considered and how much 
weight they are given.

Public opinion polls are a good starting point for measuring what the mass 
public thinks. For the president, the polls that matter most are national polls, 
which the national news media and polling organizations conduct regularly, as 
well as state-wide polls in key Electoral College states thought necessary for 
a first-term president to carry to win reelection. If those polls do not ask the 
questions presidents desire, they can commission their own private polls to get 
that better sense of what the public thinks. For members of the House and 
the Senate on the other hand, the polls that matter most are those that mea-
sure what the people think in their districts and states, respectively. If the local 
news media or university researchers back home do not conduct the polls MCs 
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Figure 8.2  Foreign Policy Attitudinal Clusters
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Public opinion polls in the 20th century continued to demonstrate 
considerable public ignorance about foreign affairs. As recently as the 1990s, 
20% of American adults could not name a European country. Fourteen per-
cent of American adults could not find the United States on a blank map.43 In 
a 1994 study, adults in eight countries were sampled on four current events 
questions. In terms of their average correct scores, Germans were placed first, 
Italians second, French third, British fourth, Canadians fifth, Spanish sixth, 
Americans seventh, and Mexicans eighth.44 Finally in another study from that 
decade, 41% of Americans thought the U.S. foreign aid program constituted 
the largest single item in the federal budget, at about 15% of the total federal 
budget. When asked how much it should be, a majority said 5%. They were 
probably surprised to learn that foreign aid spending actually represented only 
1% of the federal budget.45

As noted by the Almond–Lippmann consensus, such public ignorance was 
cited for years as a reason for officials to ignore public opinion when mak-
ing foreign policy decisions.46 Yet, do such facts—that many in the public do 
not know where countries are on the map or who the Kurds are or how much 
the foreign aid budget may be—mean the public has no sense when it comes 
to foreign policy? Some would say “no” to this question. The lack of factual 
knowledge of international affairs does not necessarily preclude the public from 
having a reasoned point of view regarding the major foreign policy issues of the 
day. The question thus can be rephrased: If the public has such points of view 
on the issues facing the country, are their views reasonable guides to policy 
makers? More careful studies suggest that they are.

Whether looking at narrower issues such as use of force decisions or broader 
aspects of foreign policy, studies have shown that over time public opinion is ra-
tional, prudent, and purposive regarding such issues. Contrary to the Almond–
Lippmann consensus, public opinion regarding the use of force seems neither 
volatile nor unstructured. Instead, it seems purposive and rational, moving in 
reasonable directions based on international events and the inputs of the media 
and experts. Further, public opinion can provide a check against risky choices. 
Over time public opinion tends to move foreign policy away from extremist 
positions and back to the center of the policy spectrum, thereby possibly less-
ening the chances of major foreign policy mistakes.47 Put normatively, policy 
proposals that do not pass the public’s “common sense” test may not deserve to 
be pursued or need to be better explained to the public by policy makers and 
opinion leaders.

The pluralist policy process is composed of all these societal actors and 
motivating factors. This process is depicted in Figure 8.1. We next turn to the 
means by which such societal actors influence foreign policy.

Influencing Foreign Policy
As indicated by the specific illustrations discussed earlier, the U.S. government’s 
foreign policy–making system is unusually open to societal influences, and there 
are a variety of ways societal actors influence U.S. foreign policy. As noted 
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Glossary Terms
Almond–Lippmann consensus  the ideas that public opinion was too volatile and lack-
ing in underlying knowledge structure to be useful to foreign policy makers and hence it 
had little impact on foreign policy making in a democracy. The name was based on the 
works of Gabriel Almond and Walter Lippmann.
American exceptionalism  the idea that the United States is not only different from 
other societies but also better than other societies.
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)  the leading interest group repre-
senting the pro-Israeli lobby in the United States.
Attentive public  the 20–25% of the public that pays regular attention to foreign affairs.
Cuban American National Foundation (CANF)  the leading interest group representing 
anti-Castro Cuban-Americans, very influential in the latter 20th century.
Elitism  the idea that a small group dominates foreign policy making.
Foreign Policy Initiative (FPI)  a think tank founded in 2009 that may be a follow-on 
to the Project for the New American Century. Two of its four original directors were 
William Kristol and Robert Kagan.
Liberalism  the dominant ideology on which the United States was founded, which stresses 
individual freedoms and limited government, a democracy, and a capitalist economy.
Lobbyists  those individuals who represent a group and who contact government of-
ficials to try to influence the decisions those officials make so the decisions reflect the 
group’s policy wishes.
New American Foundation  a privately-funded, nonpartisan think tank to promote 
broader policy considerations.  Its Iran Project questions some of the assumptions of 
U.S. policy toward Iran.
Pluralist policy process  the idea that the public gets its sentiments injected into the 
foreign policy-making process through membership in organized groups, and these orga-
nized groups then compete to get their preferences enacted into policy.
Project for the New American Century (PNAC)  a think tank founded in 1997, which 
advocated the use of American power to advance the spread of American ideals in the 
world; particularly associated with the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq.
Public opinion  what Americans think about specific issues.
Subgovernment  the combination of bureaucratic agencies, interest groups, and mem-
bers of Congress who develop relationships over time and who share policy goals and 
reinforce each other’s efforts to achieve them; sometimes referred to as iron triangles.
Think tanks  privately funded research organizations.
U.S.-India Political Action Committee (USINPAC)  the leading foreign policy arm of 
the India lobby, modeled after the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.
Washington Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP)  a privately funded research center 
or think tank dedicated to identifying U.S. national interests in the Middle East.
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CHAPTER 9
Pluralist Policy Processes 
and International Actors

Two days after the 9/11 attacks, Saudi Prince Bandar bin Sultan (shown here with the 
president at Bush's Texas ranch) met with Vice President Dick Cheney, National Security 
Adviser Condoleezza Rice, and President George W. Bush in the White House; just hours 
later members of Osama bin Laden’s family were quietly flown out of the United States 
and back to Saudi Arabia.
Source: Eric Draper UPI Photo Service/Newscom
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Introduction
An oft-heard phrase during the Cold War years was: “politics stops at the 
water’s edge.” That sounds good, but it was rarely true then and, as the pre-
ceding chapters have demonstrated, it is certainly not true now. While many 
domestic actors—government officials, bureaucratic components of the admin-
istration, members of Congress (MCs), occasionally the courts, public opinion, 
think tanks, the media, domestic groups, individual opinion leaders, and so 
on—vie for influence in shaping U.S. foreign policy, others outside the United 
States also seek to shape the contours of U.S. foreign policy. Using similar plu-
ralist processes, they seek to take advantage of a policy-making system that is 
very open to influence—even external influence. These external actors may in-
clude international organizations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), or 
individuals representing their states, other international groups, or themselves. 
Each of these types of external actors deserves consideration, and we begin with 
international organizations.

International Organizations
Contrary to the picture some in the media portray, international organizations 
figure prominently in U.S. foreign policy. Often they provide the stimulus to 
which foreign policy makers respond. Examples can be found in the early 1990s 
UN (United Nations) effort to lead a humanitarian intervention to safeguard the 
delivery of relief supplies to refugee camps in Somalia. That well-intentioned ef-
fort resulted in the United States being pulled largely against its will into a civil 
war. In 2011, U.S. allies within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
pressed for a collective response to safeguard the Libyan people demonstrating 
against the repressive Qaddafi regime. Libya’s government went to war against 
its own people, and Libyan refugees fled the violence by illegally entering Italy. 
The decision was made to use U.S. military assets largely to take out Libyan air 
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of the agreed rules (e.g., North Korea and Iran) and those who seek to develop 
nuclear energy for peaceful uses within those rules (e.g., Brazil and Japan).

The use of such international organizations as means to achieve U.S. for-
eign policy goals is not restricted to just the national security arena. Following 
the Asian financial crisis of 1997, the Group of 20 (G-20) was formed to bring 
together representatives of the 20 largest developed and developing markets for 
financial planning and policy coordination.3 The forum has been particularly 
important in coordinating responses to the Great Recession of 2008–2010, 
where the Bush and Obama administrations had mixed success in persuad-
ing the other members to agree to their preferred economic policy responses 
to the recession. The United States was able to get others to coordinate their 
policies and somewhat increase their own economic stimulus packages to spur 
economic recovery, but those other nations (primarily led by the EU) were un-
successful in their efforts to get the United States to tighten regulations on the 
operations of the financial and banking sectors of the economy.

Such mixed success in economic initiatives is also illustrated by U.S. inter-
actions with the World Trade Organization (WTO), as discussed in Box 9.1. 
However active international organizations are in trying to shape U.S. foreign 
policy, NGOs are arguably even more frequent participants in the U.S. foreign 
policy–making process. We examine NGOs next.

For decades U.S. corporations have faced 
a distinct disadvantage compared to 
their European rivals. U.S. corporations 
are required to pay taxes on all their 
income, whether earned within the 
territorial confines of the United States 
or earned abroad. To the contrary, most 
European states have territory-based 
income tax laws, so their corporations 
pay income tax only on the income they 
earn at home, not the income they earn 
abroad. Thus, the playing field is not 
level for all corporations. For example, 
U.S.-based Boeing is taxed on more of 
its earnings than its major European 
competitor Airbus, thereby giving Airbus 
a comparative economic advantage 
in the cutthroat competition for global 
sales of civilian airliners. In this highly 
competitive industry like many others, 

every advantage or disadvantage—no 
matter how large or small—matters.

In 1971, the Nixon administration 
and Congress sought to provide much-
needed relief to U.S. corporations 
by creating a new category of tax 
entities: Domestic International Sales 
Corporations (DISCs). U.S. businesses 
could create DISCs to handle their 
foreign activities, and their earnings 
abroad were then not subject to U.S. 
income tax. Thus the inequity between 
European and Amer ican taxat ion 
seemed solved. However, in both 1976 
and 1981 the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) ruled that the 
DISCs represented an export subsidy 
and thus were illegal under GATT rules. 
To accommodate those GATT rulings, 
in 1984 Congress replaced DISCs 

What’s Fair? The WTO and U.S. Tax Laws
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with new entities called Foreign Sales 
Corporations (FSCs), but their purpose 
was the same. GATT still opposed these 
FSCs, but since GATT had no power to 
enforce its rulings, GATT dropped the 
matter.

The 1995 creat ion of the WTO 
as GATT’s replacement dramatically 
changed things, since the WTO had the 
power to authorize economic sanctions 
on those who violated its rules. Not 
waiting very long, in 1997 the EU filed a 
formal complaint against the FSCs. Two 
years later the WTO ruled that the FSCs 
were an illegal trade subsidy just like the 
DISCs, the United States then appealed 
that decision, and the U.S. appeal was 
rejected in 2000. Before that year was 
over, Congress passed a law creating a 
new corporate tax break; extraterritorial 
income (ETI)—the income made on 
exports or operations by U.S. firms 
operating outside the United States—
would be treated the same as had the 
income of FSCs. Just two months after 
the creation of the new ETI tax break, 
the EU filed a formal complaint against 
it. In 2001 the WTO ruled that the ETI tax 
break was an illegal export subsidy just 
as the other U.S. efforts had been, and 
a year later, the WTO authorized the EU 
to impose retaliatory tariff increases that 
would cost U.S. businesses an additional 
$4 billion per year.

From 2001 to 2004, MCs struggled 
to find a legislative language they could 
agree on that put U.S. and European 
corporations on a relatively level-playing 
field when it came to the income taxes 
they owed their home government. 
Pressure on Congress escalated in 
March 2004 when the EU began 
imposing retaliatory tariffs on U.S. goods. 
To create maximum pressure in the 
political arena, the EU specifically picked 
products made in states with lots of 

Electoral College votes (e.g., California, 
Florida, Pennsylvania, and Ohio) or 
with lots of Republican MCs (e.g., 
North and South Carolina, Mississippi, 
Kentucky, and Maine) since Congress 
was controlled by the Republican Party 
at that time (who says Europeans don’t 
understand U.S. politics!).

With the U.S. business community 
pressing for protection from these 
retaliatory tariffs, Congress quickly 
increased the pace of its legislative 
efforts. Just three weeks before the 
November 2004 general elections, the 
American Jobs Creation Act was passed, 
which phased out the ETI tax breaks 
over time. Politically, the cost of killing 
the ETI tax breaks was steep. Avoiding 
the $4 billion per year WTO penalty 
by removing the $58 billion in ETI tax 
breaks required a 633-page bill that 
granted nearly $150 billion in domestic 
tax breaks for U.S. businesses. To pick 
up the needed votes in Congress, there 
were domestic benefits for a diverse 
array of organized interests: tax breaks 
for the movie industry, the horse and dog 
track gambling industry, manufacturers 
of hunting and fishing equipment, 
shipbuilders, restaurant owners, ethanol 
producers, owners of NASCAR tracks, 
tobacco producers, the railroad industry, 
and those who lived in states without 
state income taxes. Critics called the bill 
another instance of corporate welfare on 
a grand scale and the triumph of special 
interests, but the bill’s author defended 
it by saying, when a bill has to pass, you 
do whatever is necessary to round up 
sufficient votes.

After all the controversy accompa
nying the bill’s passage, the EU was still 
not pleased, because the ETI tax breaks 
were to be phased out not immediately, 
but over time. So, yet another EU 
complaint was filed with the WTO; the 
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Nongovernmental Organizations
International NGOs frequently play important roles in U.S. foreign policy mak-
ing. They are particularly active regarding an array of humanitarian issues. For 
example, NGOs often get involved in monitoring human rights situations and 
generating political pressures on human rights abusers. The case of the Chinese 
democracy activist Liu Xiaobo provides a good example.

A professor and literary critic, Liu was an outspoken critic of the Chinese 
government’s brutal responses to the 1989 Tiananmen Square democracy pro-
tests in Beijing, protests in which Liu participated. After being imprisoned by 
the Chinese government for two years for his role at Tiananmen, in 1996 he 
was sentenced to three more years at a “reeducation through labor” camp for 
publicly calling for a multiparty system in China and for the Chinese govern-
ment to negotiate its differences with the Dalai Lama and Tibetans. In 2008, 
Liu co-authored Charter 08, a document that called for political reform, the 
end of the one-party system, and protection of human rights. Liu was immedi-
ately detained and put under a six-month house arrest, during which time the 
Chinese government searched his home, seized computers, and interrogated his 
associates. Liu was then arrested in 2009 on charges of subverting state power. 
He received an 11-year prison sentence.4

As a prisoner of conscience, Liu came to the attention of a wide array of 
human rights groups such as Amnesty International and International PEN. 
Over a number of years, their public and private pressures led State Department 
officials to publicly bring up the issue of Liu’s release from detention 16 times 
over a two-year period.5 The publicity generated by all such NGOs and na-
tional governments such as the United States led the Nobel committee to name 
Liu the 2010 recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. As this is written, Liu remains 
in prison.

The role of NGOs in cases such as Liu’s is not uncommon. Human rights, 
humanitarian, and environmental/ecological NGOs put pressures on the U.S. 
government to intervene in many cases. Sometimes the United States does 
so—most commonly when there is no other countervailing national security 
or economic issue at risk or when international NGOs are able to mobilize 

WTO ruled that the extended phase-out 
periods also amounted to illegal trade 
subsidies, and it threatened to authorize 
new retaliatory tariffs as punishments. 
In 2006, Congress passed legislation 
ending U.S. tax breaks on the income 
corporations derived from exports and 
overseas operations for good. So after 
only 35 years, the United States was 
in full compliance with international law 

regarding export subsidies. Was the 
result fair? What do you think?

Source: Based on Wendy J. Schiller and Ralph G.  
Carter, “The World Trade Organization and Tax 
Subsidies for Exports: Equal Competition or  
Corporate Welfare?” in Ralph G. Carter (ed.), 
Contemporary Cases in U.S. Foreign Policy: 
From Terrorism to Trade (3rd ed.)(Washington, 
DC: CQ Press, 2008), pp. 335–355. 
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contributions to the Democratic Party, and their representatives also met with 
the then Commerce Secretary Ron Brown (which was legal). For his part, Loral 
Chairman Bernard Schwartz contributed approximately half a million dollars 
to the Democratic Party. During this sequence of multiple contributions to his 
political party, President Clinton issued a waiver to allow the purchase of four 
Loral satellites by the Chinese. Then the administration later transferred the au-
thority to issue satellite export licenses from the State Department to the Com-
merce Department, whose mission is to promote U.S. business at home and 
abroad and is not required to protect national security. The sales of such satel-
lites thus got considerably easier.8

As suggested earlier, the way such multinational corporations have influ-
ence in the foreign policy arena is by getting their points of view before rele-
vant government officials. One measure of success over time would certainly 
be when such persuasion and lobbying efforts are sufficiently effective that of-
ficials come to anticipate the reactions of multinational corporations and pro-
actively try to accommodate them in their policy proposals.

Another way multinational corporations can influence policy making 
is through public appeals to shape public and elite attitudes about the issues 
important to them. Oftentimes multinational corporations will take out full-
page newspaper advertisements in national papers like the New York Times, 
Washington Post, or Wall Street Journal to raise an issue, stress a policy re-
sponse, or just try to create a more positive image for themselves that might 
work to their advantage with policy makers at a later date. Another means is 
to take out advertisements on television programs that elites and the attentive 
public often watch, such as the Sunday morning news programs on major tele-
vision networks such as ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, and Fox News. However, they 
are not the only actors who use such methods. Foreign individuals representing 
many different actors do so as well, and we examine them next.

Individuals
A variety of individuals from outside the United States also get involved in 
shaping U.S. foreign policy. Not surprisingly, many are heads of their respective 
governments. As noted previously in this work, Costa Rican President Oscar 
Arias met repeatedly in the 1980s with House Speaker Jim Wright and other 
House Democrats to build support for a Central American peace plan, particu-
larly after it became clear that President Ronald Reagan would not meet with 
him. Given Arias’s ability to sway MCs of both parties to his point of view, the 
Reagan administration ultimately realized it had little chance to stop the negoti-
ated peace settlement in Central America and so ended its active opposition to 
the plan. The resulting peace agreement won Arias the Nobel Peace Prize.

More recent examples come to mind as well. In the 2000s, British Prime 
Minister Tony Blair was a willing partner to George W. Bush in the war in 
Iraq. When other European leaders criticized the war, Blair not only contrib-
uted British forces to the effort but also constantly encouraged Bush to stay the 
course and be strong in the face of his critics. More recently, in 2009 Chinese 
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leader Hu Jintao met with President Obama; later that year Obama became the 
first sitting U.S. president to refuse to meet with the Dalai Lama while the leader 
of Tibetan Buddhists was in the United States. It seems highly likely that the 
Chinese government’s position—that the Dalai Lama is the treasonous leader 
of a Chinese separatist movement—was reaffirmed to Obama, and Obama’s 
subsequent decision may have been influenced by either the over one $1 trillion 
in U.S. debt owned by the Chinese or the important U.S.-Chinese trade relation-
ship. In another example, a 2010 State Department cable indicated that Iraqi 
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki said he was in negotiation with Chevron to 
develop an oil field that spanned the Iraqi–Iranian border and sought the State 
Department’s guidance on how to avoid existing U.S. economic sanctions on 
Iran.9 Thus, it seems clear that leaders of foreign governments press the U.S. 
government, directly or through intermediaries, to advance their own state 
interests.

One of the best at “working” the U.S. foreign policy system is undoubtedly 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Having lived in the United States 
as a teenager and with both his undergraduate and master’s degrees from MIT, 
Netanyahu understands U.S. politics and culture well. As prime minister, he 
never hesitated in going to the White House to ask for what Israel wanted from 
the United States. Sometimes presidents did what he wanted, but often they did 
not. When he was unsuccessful in the White House, he routinely went straight 
to Capitol Hill to ask Congress, where he often got a much more favorable 
response. Both elected party leaders in Congress—including Republican House 
Speakers Newt Gingrich and John Boehner and Democratic House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi—and rank-and-file MCs alike often publicly profess their support  
for Israel and its policy stances in the Mideast. Their unwavering support for 
Israel compromises the efforts of U.S. administrations to use diplomatic pres-
sures or threats of economic retaliation to force Israel to stop constructing 
Israeli settlements in the occupied territory of the West Bank, to push Israeli 
officials into meaningful peace negotiations with the Palestinians, or to back 
away from other policy initiatives the United States opposes.

Oddly enough, the unwavering pro-Israel stance of many MCs has so 
complicated U.S. outreach to Arabs that in at least one case the Obama ad-
ministration turned to Netanyahu to serve as a lobbyist. In 2011, both the 
Obama administration and Netanyahu’s Israeli regime favored a $50 million  
aid package from the United States to the Palestinian Authority (or PA) led by 
President Mahmoud Abbas. The aid was intended to strengthen the Palestinian 
Authority’s ability to provide needed governmental services to Palestinians in 
the West Bank and to professionalize further the Palestinian security forces. 
Both the U.S. and Israeli regimes strongly supported this strengthening of the 
PA’s capabilities to govern effectively as a way to undercut the appeal of the 
PA’s rival, HAMAS. Yet, opposition by Republican MCs to any foreign aid to 
the Palestinian side threatened the aid package. At the request of both President 
Obama and Secretary of State Clinton, Netanyahu met with dozens of congres-
sional Republicans when they visited Israel in August and urged them not to 
block the funding, as it was essential to Israel’s security. On this issue at least, 



172     Chapter 9   ▸  Pluralist Policy Processes and International Actors

congressional Republicans trusted Prime Minister Netanyahu more than they 
trusted President Obama.10

Interestingly, as much as Israeli leaders have had significant influence in 
shaping U.S. policies toward the Mideast, Arab leaders have not been without 
influence either. As shown in Box 9.2, another individual who has had unusual 
access to policy makers is Saudi Arabia’s Prince Bandar bin Sultan, who was 
Saudi Arabia’s ambassador to the United States from 1983 to 2005 and since 
then has served as the secretary general of the Saudi National Security Council.

Successful diplomats carefully cultivate 
access to the foreign policy makers of 
the country where they are stationed. 
Being able to del iver and receive 
messages to those wielding power is an 
important part of their job description. 
Perhaps, the most successful diplomat 
in this regard in recent history has been 
Prince Bandar bin Sultan bin Abdul Aziz 
of Saudi Arabia.

Prince Bandar’s diplomatic career 
began informally while he was serving as 
a major in the Royal Saudi Air Force. On 
a 1978 trip to the United States, he met 
President Jimmy Carter, who was facing 
conservative opposition in Congress to 
his proposed sale of F-15 jets to Saudi 
Arabia. Carter asked Bandar to go to 
California to persuade the then California 
Governor Ronald Reagan—a ver y 
influential voice among conservative 
Republicans—on the benefits of the 
sale. Bandar succeeded in convincing 
Reagan to support the sale, and the sale 
went forward.

President Carter then asked Bandar 
to persuade Senator James Abourezk 
(D-SD)—the first Arab-American elected 
to the Senate—to vote for the Panama 
Canal Treaties. Upon recognizing young 
Prince Bandar’s access to the Carter 

White House, Saudi Crown Prince Fahd 
began using Bandar as an informal 
conduit to President Carter. In 1979, 
Bandar moved to Washington where he 
earned his master’s degree at the Johns 
Hopkins University School of Advanced 
International Studies. During that time, 
he became a friend of (and racquetball 
partner with) the military assistant to the 
deputy secretary of defense—a young 
army officer named Colin Powell.

In 1982, Bandar was named the 
military attaché to the Saudi Embassy, 
and when Crown Prince Fahd became 
King Fahd the next year, Bandar was 
appointed Saudi ambassador to the 
United States. Ronald Reagan was now 
president, and Bandar quickly rekindled 
their prior positive relationship, to the 
point that First Lady Nancy Reagan 
occasionally used Bandar to convey 
informal messages to members of 
Reagan’s Cabinet! He also became fast 
friends and a regular luncheon partner 
with Vice President George H.W. Bush. 
He and Vice President Bush became so 
close that Bandar was considered one 
of the family, even earning the nickname 
“Bandar Bush” from George W. Bush. 
These relationships clearly paid off 
when Congress prohibited the Reagan 

How Open to Outside Influence? The Case of Saudi  
Prince Bandar bin Sultan
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administration from providing direct U.S. 
aid to the Nicaraguan contras. Bandar 
assisted the Reagan effort by ensuring 
that the contras received $32 million 
from the Saudis.

When George H.W. Bush was 
elected president, Bandar’s access 
and influence expanded. The seminal 
event in their relationship was probably 
the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and 
the Bush administration’s subsequent 
decision to protect Saudi Arabia and 
to liberate the Kuwaitis. In 1990 when 
George and Barbara Bush went to Saudi 
Arabia to celebrate Thanksgiving with 
U.S. troops there, Bandar’s wife Haifa 
invited the Bush’s recently divorced 
daughter Dorothy and her children to 
come to the Bandar household in the 
United States to spend the Thanksgiving 
holiday with them. The elder Bush was 
reportedly teary-eyed when he learned 
of this personal gesture. When Bush 
ran for reelection in 1992, Bandar 
stayed over in Houston for the election. 
Anguished over the possibility of a Bush 
defeat, Bandar wrote a personal letter 
to Bush that he had hand-delivered to 
the Bush home at 4:00 a.m. on election 
day. In it, he called Bush a winner no 
matter which way the election results 
went, a friend for life, and a member of 
his family.

Even though he had backed George 
H.W. Bush over Bill Clinton in 1992, 
Bandar and new President Clinton 
were already well acquainted. They first 
met when Clinton was the governor 
of Arkansas and had asked the Saudis 
to fund a Center for Middle East 
Studies at the University of Arkansas. 
During Clinton’s tenure as president, 
Bandar helped persuade Libyan leader 
Muammar Qaddafi to turn over the two 
suspects in the bombing of Pan Am 
Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, 

for prosecution. At Clinton’s behest, 
Bandar also got involved in other Middle 
Eastern affairs—trying to arrange a U.S.-
Syrian summit conference and helping 
with negotiations between Israelis and 
Palestinians in 2000 where he served 
as a conduit conveying U.S. messages 
to Palestinian Authority President Yasser 
Arafat.

In 1997 when George W. Bush 
began considering his own run for the 
presidency, he called on old friend 
Bandar to brief him on a variety of 
foreign policy issues. Bush told Bandar 
that while he had his own ideas about 
domestic policy,

I don’t have the foggiest idea about what 
I think about international, foreign policy. 
My dad told me before I make up my 
mind, go and talk to Bandar. One, he’s 
our friend. Our means America, not just 
the Bush family. Number two, he knows 
everyone around the world who counts. 
And number three, he will give you his 
view on what he sees happening in the 
world. Maybe he can set up meetings for 
you with people around the world.11

Thus almost a year before George 
H.W. Bush asked former National 
Security Council staffer Condoleezza 
Rice to serve as a foreign policy coach 
for George W. Bush, Prince Bandar was 
giving George W. Bush private tutoring 
on what the leaders of most other 
important countries were like and the 
issues that motivated them.

Whi le the al  Qaeda attacks on 
September 11, 2001, were the low 
point in his time as Saudi ambassador 
(since most of the 9/11 hijackers were 
Saudis), Bandar continued to work 
c losely with Bush administrat ion 
off icials. He provided intel l igence 
information on suspected al Qaeda 
operatives, and he also facil itated 
the  qu ick  and  qu ie t  remova l  o f  
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So while many individuals representing their respective foreign govern-
ments have sought to influence and shape U.S. foreign policy, individuals rep-
resenting other entities have done so as well. Religious leaders have at times 
prominently pressed U.S. foreign policy makers to change U.S. foreign policy. 
A good example was Pope John Paul II, the first Polish pope. The leader of the 
Roman Catholic Church and President Ronald Reagan collaborated in their 
efforts to weaken the Soviet Union and its hold on Eastern Europe—and par-
ticularly on the pope’s Polish homeland. In private messages to the president, 
Pope John Paul II strongly encouraged U.S. pressures on the communist regime 
in Poland due to its crackdown on the Solidarity movement there, and both 
President Reagan and White House staffers found the pope’s support and en-
couragement inspirational. In turn, the White House carefully coordinated its 
actions with those of the pope to put maximum pressure on both the Polish 
and Soviet governments to liberalize their rule over the people of Poland and 
Eastern Europe.12

In a similar vein, South African Anglican Bishop Desmond Tutu was instru-
mental in pushing U.S. policy makers to press for the end of apartheid. Unable 
to bring down South Africa’s policy of racial segregation from working within 
the system from the inside, Tutu sought out U.S. Senator Edward Kennedy 
(D-MA) and told him: “the world will not pay attention until someone like 
you comes to South Africa and brings the cameras and spotlights with you.”13 
Kennedy thereafter went to South Africa, the cameras followed, and as soon as 
he returned to Washington, Kennedy introduced and pushed through Congress 
legislation that became the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986. When 
President Ronald Reagan vetoed the bill, Kennedy led the successful effort to 
override the president’s veto.14

Osama  bin Laden’s relatives from 
the United States. He and George W. 
Bush were so close that Bush showed 
Bandar the U.S. plans for the invasion 
of Iraq even before Secretary of State 
Colin Powell had seen them. Yet in 
2005, Bandar suddenly resigned his 
position as Saudi ambassador to the 
United States for personal reasons. 
Once he returned to Saudi Arabia, he 
was named the head of the new Saudi 
National Security Council, primarily 
tasked with protecting Saudis from 
home-grown terrorists.

U.S.-Saudi relations have been close 
for decades. How much of that is due 
to the intersection of U.S. and Saudi 

national interests, and how much is that 
due to the warm, personal relationships 
of the officials involved? How much 
influence did Prince Bandar bin Sultan 
have on U.S. foreign policy? Was he an 
instrument of U.S. foreign policy or a 
shaper of it?

Sources:  BBC News, Profile: Prince Bandar, 
available online at: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi 
/middle_east/4635383.stm; William Simpson, 
The Prince: The Secret Story of the World’s 
Most Intriguing Royal Prince Bandar bin Sultan 
(New York: Regan/HarperCollins, 2006); Elsa 
Walsh, “The Prince,” The New Yorker, March 24,  
2003, available online at:  http://www.saudi 
-us-relations.org/international-relations/prince 
-bandar.html; Bob Woodward, State of Denial 
(New York: Simon & Shuster, 2006).
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However, not every foreign individual who tries to shape U.S. foreign policy 
is well known. Sometimes the individuals who do so are policy experts virtu-
ally unknown to the mass public. Agnes Klingshirn of the German aid agency 
GTZ is such a person. In her view, if the global community really wanted to 
improve the lives of women and families in developing countries in a meaning-
ful way, someone would invent a cleaner, safer, and more efficient cookstove. 
In many countries, women and children spend much of their days hunting for 
firewood to their cookstoves. Moreover, both wood and kerosene cookstoves 
are highly dangerous; they often explode and always emit toxic fumes that 
often sicken family members. Three billion people are exposed to these toxic 
fumes and smoke, and 2 million premature deaths globally are linked to cook-
stove fumes—or one death every 16 seconds. Klingshirn’s ideas found the ear 
of Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, who announced in September 2010 the 
formation of a new public–private alliance called the Global Alliance for Clean 
Cookstoves. The goal of the alliance is to produce and distribute 100 million 
clean cookstoves by 2020, and the Obama administration’s pledge to the effort 
was almost $51 million over a five-year period.15 Founding partners in the alli-
ance are the U.S. Departments of State, Health and Human Services, and Energy 
as well as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development. Other founding partners include the governments 
of Germany, Norway, and Peru, and NGOs like Shell, the Shell Foundation, 
Morgan Stanley, and the Netherlands Development Organization. A number of 
UN agencies are the implementing partners.16 After one year, the United States 
could point to meaningful progress for the alliance: identifying over 20 country 
partners, distributing over 2.4 million clean cookstoves thereby improving the 
indoor air for 14 million people, and raising over $80 million more to support 
the alliance’s work.17 Beyond those accomplishments is the goodwill such an 
initiative generates for the United States.

Far more often however, individuals who influence foreign policy from the 
outside are celebrities who use their fame to focus attention on global problems. 
Britain’s Princess Diana was one obvious example. While the International 
Campaign to Ban Landmines was already active, public knowledge and aware-
ness of the issue dramatically increased when Princess Diana lent her name and 
public endorsement to it. President Clinton was very enthusiastic about the ef-
fort to ban land mines, but politically he would not go any farther than his mili-
tary experts would support. He made it clear that he would support the treaty if 
an exception to the ban was made for the demilitarized zone separating North 
and South Korea which is strewn with millions of land mines to slow down any 
future North Korean invasion. When that exception was not forthcoming, he 
could not commit to the treaty. However, he did issue a Presidential Decision 
Directive (PDD 64) that would end the U.S. use of land mines elsewhere besides 
Korea, and the favorable publicity generated by Princess Diana’s support made 
it easier for him to back away from the use of land mines.18

An example of a foreign individual who was even more successful in 
influencing U.S. foreign policy is Paul David Hewson, better known as Bono 
from the rock band U2. Appalled that millions of Africans died from AIDS 
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Influencing Foreign Policy
In an interdependent, globalized world, it is hard to argue that external influ-
ences do not matter in the making of U.S. foreign policy. However, determining 
how much they matter may depend on one’s theoretical point of view. As noted 
in Chapter 3, political realists and neorealists interpret international politics to 
be primarily the actions of states behaving as unitary actors who make rational 
choices in reaction to events or opportunities in an international system marked 
by anarchy. Thus, from this point of view, external influences are very impor-
tant. They are the impetus for foreign policy in the first place, as states adapt 
to their external environment. As stimuli, they provide the starting point for 
foreign policy. Moreover, their subsequent inputs become vital feedback to de-
termine how effective the U.S. governmental output has been and perhaps how 
it might be improved for the future.

Like realists and neorealists, idealists tend to see international actors as 
very important to U.S. foreign policy. External events and the actions of in-
ternational actors and opinion leaders shape the way things are, and idealists 
then react based on how they think things should be. To the extent they share 
normative values with other international actors, idealists will view those in-
ternational actors as legitimate participants in the U.S. foreign policy–making 
process. They will coordinate their domestic actions with those of external 
actors with similar views, use the presence of those international actors as 
leverage to push their preferred policy options, and then seek to engage those 
international actors to help implement the types of foreign policy outputs 
they prefer. Thus, when such values about how things should be are shared, 
domestic and international actors will work hand in glove to achieve their 
goals.

On the other hand, liberals believe foreign policy is primarily a product of 
the actions of key subnational actors like elected and appointed officials, politi-
cal parties, organized interest groups, experts, opinion leaders, the news media, 
and public opinion. From this theoretical point of view, external factors and 
actors may be quite important in some cases, but on a day-to-day basis they 
are normally less important in shaping U.S. foreign policy than domestic fac-
tors and the perceptions, needs, and desires of domestic policy makers. From 
this theoretical standpoint, foreign policy is primarily the product of domestic 
processes and actors and, once formed, is then projected outward. So liberals 
may see external actors as notable, but not necessarily determinative, actors in 
shaping U.S. foreign policy outputs.

However, neoliberals may have a slightly greater appreciation of some ex-
ternal inputs. Neoliberals typically stress the need for creating, and then using, 
international organizations and other entities to create an international archi-
tecture that supports and promotes global cooperation. To the extent that they 
do so, they must be open to the inputs of representatives of these entities—the 
international organizations, NGOs, and other groups involved. So neoliberals 
are quite open to viewing external actors as more significant shapers of U.S. 
foreign policy.
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For constructivists, these external actors have only the importance assigned 
to them in the minds of domestic policy makers. If U.S. foreign policy makers 
socially construct a reality in which external actors are thought to be important, 
then policy makers will act on the basis of that constructed reality, and those 
foreign actors will vie with domestic factors and actors as influential shapers of 
U.S. foreign policy. Conversely, if policy makers socially construct a reality that 
says foreign actors should have little or no say in the formulation of U.S. for-
eign policy, then such foreign actors will be unsuccessful.

Thus, one could argue that at times the George W. Bush administration, 
backed up by a Republican-controlled Congress from 2001 to 2005, acted 
in a realist fashion by stressing the idea that concerns about U.S. sovereignty 
overrode the inputs of external audiences in making U.S. foreign policy. So 
international critiques of the U.S. effort to invade Iraq or to oppose mandatory 
fossil fuel emission reductions, for example, could be ignored as they were seen 
as illegitimate factors in the decision-making process. Conversely, the election 
of Barack Obama to the presidency in 2008 ushered in a new group of foreign 
policy makers who continually reaffirmed to each other that foreign concerns 
were legitimate. So while the United States did not necessarily have to do what 
foreign actors wanted, Obama administration officials believed that the views 
of others deserved a respectful hearing and careful consideration.

Conclusion
There are only a few societies in which foreign influences and the views of 
external actors seem to matter very little. North Korea—the so-called her-
mit kingdom—comes to mind, as until recently did Myanmar (also known as 
Burma) where a military regime long ignored foreign attitudes regarding its 
policies. However, in most countries, foreign policy makers cannot avoid being 
influenced to some degree by those outside the country, and that is certainly 
the case in the United States. The open and fragmented nature of the U.S. for-
eign policy process provides many opportunities for access by external actors, 
just as it does for domestic actors. Further, many of those international actors 
understand well the intricacies of the U.S. foreign policy–making process and 
know where and when and how to press to get their views considered. In that 
way, the pluralist process of groups and individuals vying for influence over 
U.S. foreign policy applies just as much for international actors as for domestic 
ones.

Glossary Terms
Amnesty International  an international NGO devoted to freeing prisoners of 
conscience and protecting people from other human rights abuses.
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)  the international organization cre-
ated after World War II to promote increased global trade through the lowering of trade 
barrier.  GATT’’s inability to punish violators of its rules led to the creation in 1995 of its 
successor - the World Trade Organization (WTO).
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Group of 20 (G-20)  the 20 major and emerging markets in the international system. 
Increasingly the preferred forum by many for global economic cooperation.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)  the international body created 
by the UN to review the scientific evidence regarding climate change and make 
recommendations.
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)  the UN agency tasked with promoting 
the peaceful use of nuclear energy and its related technologies.
International PEN  a British-based NGO composed of writers who push for freedom of 
expression, one of the oldest human rights organizations in existence.
Liu Xiaobo  Chinese dissident and democracy activist awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
in 2010.
Nuclear nonproliferation regime  a set of rules, norms, and procedures that govern the 
acceptable uses of nuclear technologies.
World Trade Organization (WTO)  the supranational organization that creates the rules 
for free trade, implements those rules, and adjudicates and enforces those rules.
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Introduction
We noted in Chapter 1 that foreign policy involves adapting to changes in the 
external environment. Some changes are welcome; others are not. Some repre-
sent challenges to be faced, while others represent opportunities to be seized 
and exploited. However, the outputs of the foreign policy decision-making pro-
cess may involve a myriad array of policy instruments. We could try to talk 
about diplomacy, signaling behaviors, military statecraft, economic statecraft, 
and so on, but it would be impossible to identify every possible foreign policy 
instrument, behavior, or combination of instruments or behaviors that might be 
the product of foreign policy processes. Yet there is one commonality here. All 
such influence attempts involve some use of power.

Power is the ability to get others to do what one wants. The most basic means 
of doing so involve coercion, payments, and attraction. A useful way to differen-
tiate foreign policy outputs is to identify how they reflect those three means: co-
ercion, payments, and attraction. In the sections to follow, we will examine such 
means by considering hard power, soft power, and smart power policy outputs.1

Hard Power
Hard power involves getting others to do what one wants when they otherwise 
prefer not to do so. Such efforts can be either negative or positive. Negative ap-
proaches involve coercion—either threatening to punish another state or society 
if it does not do what the United States desires or actually going through with 
that punishment—while positive approaches use some form of payments to re-
ward others for doing what the United States wants. Let’s take a closer look at 
each of these categories of outputs.

Negative Approaches
The most obvious coercive foreign policy output would be the threat or use of 
military force. Such threats have been used many times. For example, in 1946 
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include the total defeat of an enemy society. Both the Korean and Vietnam Wars 
illustrate this limited war option.

Unconventional wars involving U.S. forces against nonuniformed enemy 
forces have also become more common since the end of World War II. Much of 
the fighting in the Vietnam War prior to 1968 was unconventional, in that it in-
volved U.S. uniformed forces fighting against insurgent Viet Cong units who at-
tacked and then melted back into the civilian population. After the initial defeat 
of the Iraqi uniformed military in 2003, the war continued as informal Iraqi 
militia forces attacked U.S. troops. All of the fighting in Afghanistan beginning 
in 2001 was against nonuniformed Taliban and warlord militia forces. So lim-
ited wars can be either conventional, unconventional, or both.

Finally, asymmetric conflicts have also marked the post–Cold War and post-
9/11 environments. Asymmetric conflict pits two forces of vastly different size 
and apparent power. Thus, the U.S. responses to the 1998 terrorist bombings of 
U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania as well as the U.S. responses to terrorism 
after the 9/11 attacks involve asymmetric warfare. Small groups of terrorists—
often numbering merely in the dozens—became the focus of the U.S. military.

In pursuing terrorists, U.S. foreign policy makers rely increasingly on covert 
operations and airstrikes—either manned or unmanned. Each option punishes 
the enemy target while putting relatively few U.S. military personnel at risk. In 
2011, such a covert operation took the life of Osama bin Laden at his compound 
in Abbottabad, Pakistan. In this case, an operation involving a strike team num-
bering approximately 70 personnel and multiple helicopters took place in a  
military town deep inside Pakistan—without detection by the Pakistani military. 
The result of this policy output not only killed the person most associated with 
the 9/11 attacks but also sent a clear message to the Pakistani military: “If you 
don’t take out terrorists living in your country, we will.”

Airstrikes are a very popular option for employing hard power as well, 
whether against terrorists or other enemy targets. The obvious military advan-
tage of airstrikes is that they bring death and destruction while risking the lives 
of relatively few U.S. military personnel. During the Cold War, the use of U.S. 
airstrikes against a Soviet ally might risk retaliation; however, after the Soviet 
Union fragmented, airstrikes became very popular with U.S. foreign policy 
makers. They were used in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, both in a lim-
ited way during the 1992–1995 Bosnian Civil War and more heavily during the 
Kosovo War of 1999. In 2011, airstrikes were the option of choice for North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) members seeking to protect Libyan 
dissidents from attacks by the Libyan military.

Arguably the most popular form of airstrikes now involves the use of un-
manned drone aircraft. Piloted remotely by U.S. personnel often very far away 
from the battle scene, these aircraft can launch air-to-ground missiles without 
putting any U.S. military personnel at risk in the attack. Airstrikes launched 
from unmanned drone aircraft have been widely utilized against a number of 
targets, including terrorist cells primarily in Afghanistan during the George 
W. Bush administration and in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Yemen during the 
Obama administration. The pace of these attacks picked up significantly during 
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President Obama’s administration, and one such attack killed the “Internet” 
face of terrorism, U.S.-born Anwar al-Awlaki, in Yemen in 2011.

As the world’s greatest military power, the United States will continue to rely 
on military instruments of policy in the future. An interesting question is whether 
it relies on the military too much or too often. Has the United States become too 
militaristic? Have U.S. policy makers and the public fallen in love with the use of 
force as the ultimate form of statecraft? Box 10.1 examines this question.

In a provocative book, retired U.S. Army 
Colonel Andrew Bacevich calls out the 
United States, saying its public and 
leaders have fallen prey to militarism. 
He sees militarism in the assumption 
that greatness as a nation is defined in 
military terms, in a willingness to use 
force as a first rather than last resort, 
and in the eagerness to give the military 
whatever it wants. This 20-year military 
veteran and West Point graduate makes 
the argument that it is hard to blame 
the military for trying to professionalize 
itself after the debacle of the loss 
in Vietnam. But that is not the real 
problem.

In Bacevich’s eyes, the real problem 
began with the willingness of elected 
political leaders—starting with President 
Ronald Reagan in the 1980s and 
continuing through the present—to 
lavish praise on the military and the 
men and women who choose to serve 
in the armed forces. At some point, 
unrelenting praise created negative 
side effects. As the all-volunteer force 
members continued to hear that they 
represented the best of American 
values, the gulf between those who 
chose to volunteer and the public they 
were vowed to protect grew, until an 
“us versus them” dynamic developed, 
which was reinforced by the fact that 

military service was routine in some 
families but unheard of in most others. 
This gulf was augmented by a post-
Vietnam generation of movies that 
glorified either the military (Top Gun) or 
its fundamental values (First Blood, the 
original movie of the Rambo franchise) 
or its redemptive qualities (An Officer 
and a Gentleman), leading the public to 
embrace this militarism as well.

So Americans rarely questioned 
how much was spent on defense and 
whether it was really needed. In the 
post–Cold War era, the United States 
continued to maintain a global system 
of overseas bases and spent almost 
as much on defense as the rest of the 
world combined—even though the 
United States had no compelling military 
rivals. Worse from Bacevich’s point of 
view was the fact that the public did 
not challenge the George W. Bush 
administration’s decision to go to war 
with Iraq, a war that Bacevich saw as a 
war of choice and not of necessity.

In the end, Bacevich offers a series of 
corrective steps to deal with this problem 
that he sees as corrosive to the fundamental 
values of U.S. society. These include using 
U.S. military force for national defense only, 
not to try to remake the world in the U.S. 
image; using force only as a last resort 
when all other options have failed; limiting 

Is the United States a Militaristic Power?
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U.S. dependence on foreign resources so 
the United States will not have to go to war 
to defend its access to foreign oil; pegging 
U.S. defense expenditures to what others 
actually spend on defense; finding ways to 
encourage more Americans to serve in the 
military so later more civilians (and elected 
officials) will be military veterans who know 
what war looks like before they embrace 
it as a policy option; and remaking the 
military academies into graduate schools 
only, which military officers would attend 

only after having gone to civilian universities 
like everyone else.

So what do you think of this argument? 
Is America in love with its military and 
war-making, or are current U.S. military 
policies reasonable and prudent given 
global geopolitical realities?

Sources: Andrew J. Bacevich, The New 
American Militarism: How Americans Are 
Seduced by War. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Matthew Schofield, “Some Fear 
U.S. Is Developing a Warrior Class,” Fort Worth 
Star-Telegram, January 5, 2013.

While the threat or use of force is the most obvious form of negative hard 
power, a more common form of negative hard power policy outputs is the threat 
or use of economic sanctions.3 In these cases, economic means are employed to 
punish another state. The most common form of sanctions is trade sanctions. 
These typically involve retaliatory actions for another party’s trade behaviors. 
So in 2009, the Obama administration raised tariffs on imports of Chinese tires 
for a period of three years after U.S. tire manufacturers complained that Chinese 
tires were being sold in the United States at less than fair market value. China 
appealed to the World Trade Organization (WTO), and in 2011, the WTO ruled 
in favor of the United States.

However, sanctions can also used to seek broader political goals. Compre-
hensive sanctions involve refusing both to buy another country’s goods and to 
sell U.S. goods to that country. For decades, Cuba represented an obvious ex-
ample of comprehensive U.S. sanctions. After Fidel Castro’s communist regime 
nationalized foreign-owned properties in 1960, the United States responded 
with an embargo that by 1962 included prohibiting all U.S. trade with and 
travel to Cuba. The goal was to bring down the Cuban regime. However, Cuba 
had the Soviet Union as an ideological patron, and while the Cuban economy 
was surely hurt by the total embargo, Soviet assistance kept the economy afloat. 
After the demise of the Soviet Union, the Cuban economy suffered, Fidel Castro 
stepped down, and his brother Raul allowed limited private property rights to 
be exercised in Cuba. Perhaps after 50 years, the embargo has begun to show 
some political results. Another example can be found in Iran. During the Is-
lamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, Iranian students stormed the U.S. embassy 
in Tehran, holding 52 diplomats hostage for over a year. The United States re-
sponded with comprehensive sanctions against Iran.

A major problem with both the Cuban and the Iranian sanctions is that 
they were unilateral in nature. The United States was sanctioning these regimes, 
but others were not. So others were available to serve as markets for Cuban 
and Iranian goods and services and as sources of the imports Cuba and Iran 
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desired. Critics of such unilateral sanctions argue that the only ones who end 
up suffering as a result are the U.S. businesses that are prevented from buying 
from or selling to those target countries. The Iranian government only agreed 
to negotiations regarding its nuclear program once the EU added its economic 
sanctions to the long-standing unilateral ones by the United States and Iran lost 
significant oil revenues and access to the global electronic banking network.

When comprehensive sanctions are multilateral in nature and imposed by 
most trading states in the international system, they are far more significant and 
can have devastating effects on the target. The classic example is Iraq after the 
1991 Persian Gulf War. When the war ended, the Iraqi government agreed to 
follow all UN Security Council resolutions that would follow. When the UN 
later demanded that Iraq open its weapons of mass destruction programs up for 
international inspection, the Saddam Hussein regime at first dragged its feet and 
then later expelled international weapons inspectors from the country. The UN 
Security Council then passed comprehensive sanctions against Iraq. While regime 
leaders continued to live in luxury, Iraqi civilians bore the brunt of the economic 
pain, as the country’s infrastructure deteriorated from a lack of maintenance 
(thereby collapsing the electric grid and many sanitary water systems), food sup-
plies ran short, and medical supplies virtually ran out. As thousands of Iraqis be-
gan to die as a result, the UN chose to allow limited sales of Iraqi oil so the Iraqi 
government would have the funds to buy food and other humanitarian supplies. 
Unfortunately, much of this money simply got skimmed by Iraqi officials (and 
some officials in the UN itself), so the Iraqi people continued to suffer.

The suffering of the Iraqi people led to an effort to find better ways to use 
economic sanctions. Now U.S. policy makers prefer the use of targeted or smart 
sanctions. These are meant to punish the specific individuals who actually make 
the policies that are contrary to U.S. interests rather than the people of the tar-
get country as a whole. Such sanctions can include freezing the international 
bank accounts of regime leaders and supporters, limiting their ability to travel 
internationally by denying visas, and restricting electronic money transfers to or 
from the targeted country. Such actions were taken in the 1990s against Haitian 
military leaders who had toppled a democratically elected government there 
(reportedly their wives were particularly annoyed that they could no longer 
go on shopping trips to Miami). Targeted or smart sanctions were also used 
to punish specific high officials of the Iranian regime. After the Syrian govern-
ment essentially went to war against its own citizens following the Arab Spring 
of 2011, such targeted sanctions have also been applied to specific individuals 
who comprise part of Syria’s governing elite.

Yet as noted at the beginning of the chapter, not all hard power is employed 
negatively. There are positive ways to get others to do what the United States 
wants when the target would prefer not to do so, and we turn to those next.

Positive Approaches
Positive inducements in the form of rewards can also often get others to do 
what the United States wants. Depending on the other party involved, those 
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Closer to home, when the Colombian government committed to take 
tougher actions against drug smuggling cartels there in the late 1980s, the 
United States rewarded the Colombians with packages of both military and 
economic assistance. That military assistance has continued to the present and 
was significant enough for then-Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez to maintain 
that it represented a U.S. threat to his regime.

In 2011 the United States rewarded the Ugandan government for its will-
ingness to go after the Lord’s Resistance Army, a warlord militia operating in 
the Great Lakes region of Africa (which includes countries such as Uganda, 
Rwanda, Burundi, Kenya, and eastern Democratic Congo). Not only did the 
Lord’s Resistance Army threaten to destabilize this part of eastern Africa, but 
some of its former leaders faced trial on war crimes and crimes against human-
ity charges before the International Criminal Court. Not only would the United 
States help by providing military aid to the Ugandans, but U.S. military advisors 
would be sent to Uganda as well to help with this effort. Time will tell if the 
long-term result is positive (an increase in the stability of eastern Africa) or neg-
ative (the inclusion of the United States in the conflicts that plague the region).

So hard power options can include both negative punishments to coerce 
others and positive rewards to induce them to meet U.S. desires. Yet what is 
even better than pushing or pulling others to do what the United States wants is 
to get others to want what the United States wants. Getting others to want what 
you want is the essence of soft power, and we turn to those options next.

Soft Power
As just stated, soft power involves the ability to get others to want what you want. 
In this case, the United States would not be coercing others to do what it wants. 
Instead, it would be co-opting others by getting them to also want what the United 
States wants. There are a variety of ways this can be done, but two major and mu-
tually reinforcing clusters of means can be identified: the advocacy of American 
values and governmental agenda-setting at the global and regional levels. Each of 
these clusters deserves some attention. Let’s discuss value advocacy first.

Value Advocacy
A fundamental way for others to want what you want is for them to share your 
values. Thus, one way of using soft power is projecting a set of values that are 
attractive to most people. Values such as liberty, democracy, and human rights 
are commitments to empowering individuals and showing them respect, and 
these are far easier values to “sell” to others than the values of authoritarian 
regimes, such as “rule through fear” or “do what the government tells you to 
do!” The United States stakes out its values in its Declaration of Independence, 
the Constitution, its laws, and in the organization of the government that flows 
from all of these sources. However for these values to resonate with others, they 
must be shown to be more than mere words. How can this be done?

Certainly the U.S. government can promote these values in a variety of 
ways. A traditional way in the past for such value transmission was the creation 
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of a library in many U.S. embassies abroad where foreign citizens could learn 
more about the United States, its society, and its governance. Unfortunately in 
the post-9/11 era, security concerns and the need to harden embassies against 
the threat of terrorist attack have severely eroded the ability of U.S. diplomatic 
installations abroad to serve this type of role, as foreign nationals face more 
and more obstacles in just entering these facilities.

Now, that educational role falls largely on entities such as the Voice of 
America (VOA). Funded by Congress, the VOA broadcasts 1500 hours of pro-
gramming each week in 43 different languages and in a variety of media outlets. 
Through the use of radio, television, the Internet, mobile media, and social me-
dia, an estimated global audience of over 140 million per week is reached. In 
order to avoid the temptation to become simply a propaganda outlet of the U.S. 
government, the entity’s charter requires it to broadcast the news accurately 
and objectively. Although it seeks to effectively communicate U.S. policies and 
actions, it is also required by law to include responsible, critical discussions 
about those policies and actions. So VOA broadcasts can become a window to 
the United States, letting others know who Americans are and what they value.

Beyond the activities of the VOA, presidents, secretaries of state and de-
fense, ambassadors, and other U.S. officials can and do routinely stress U.S. 
values and try to emulate them through their actions when meeting with for-
eign audiences. When President Obama addressed a Muslim audience at Cairo 
University, officials like the Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and U.S. Trade 
Representative Ron Kirk met with Kenyan economic officials, Ambassador 
Susan Rice addressed the UN General Assembly or Security Council, or Defense 
Secretary Leon Panetta met with his counterparts in Egypt and Israel, these offi-
cials were both discussing and modeling U.S. values by who they were and how 
they operated. There is another way such values are modeled as well. Did you 
know the United States at times prefers to send female ambassadors to Middle 
East states? Do you think the gender of these personnel choices is a coinci-
dence? Are values again being modeled?

Another way the government can advocate its values is through the 
Fulbright Program. Sponsored by the State Department and funded by Con-
gress, this program provides grants for U.S. students and scholars to study 
abroad and for foreign students and scholars to study in the United States. 
Thus, U.S. citizens studying abroad can serve as pseudo-ambassadors, telling 
others about life in the United States, while foreign citizens can come to the 
United States and see for themselves how America operates. They often may 
take those values back to their native lands.

Yet it is not just the government that participates in transmitting American 
values. The U.S. educational system does as well. The United States is reputed 
to have the best system of colleges and universities in the world, and thousands 
of foreign students are welcomed to that system each year. Many of them will 
later rise to the ranks of elite decision makers in their home societies. As noted 
in Chapter 9, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has two degrees from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Liberian President and Nobel Peace 
Prize recipient Ellen Johnson Sirleaf is a graduate of Harvard’s Kennedy School 
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of Government, King Abdullah II of Jordan attended Georgetown University’s 
School of Foreign Service, former UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali 
was a Fulbright Scholar at Columbia University, former Bolivian President 
Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada went to the University of Chicago, Prince Bandar 
bin Sultan of Saudi Arabia went to Johns Hopkins University School of Ad-
vanced International Studies, and so on. While these foreign students are study-
ing subjects such as English, business, political science, or engineering, they 
often also pick up American values to take back home. So too do high school 
students who come to the United States in exchange programs and live with 
American families. When those individuals rise to positions of influence in their 
home countries, American values may get represented there.

Yet perhaps the greatest transmitter of American values is in the private, 
not the public, sector. It is the media. U.S. news and entertainment program-
ming can be viewed by almost anyone in the world with a satellite dish, a cable 
connection, an Internet link, or a smartphone. U.S. movies are globally mar-
keted, with many U.S. films routinely selling more tickets outside the United 
States than inside it. To the extent the media illustrates American values, much 
of the rest of the world can see and judge them. For many abroad, American 
values are seductive; they regret that their society does not value and respect 
individual freedoms and opportunities in the same way the United States does. 
To the extent such values make others look favorably on the United States and 
begin to see things as Americans see them, soft power is at work.

To be fair, the opposite can happen too. Learning more about America may 
make others with very conservative values less favorable to the United States. 
That happened with Egyptian writer Sayyid Qutb, a member of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and considered by most to be the inspiration for later al Qaeda 
leaders like Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri. Qutb spent two years 
in the United States in the late 1940s and subsequently wrote that he was ap-
palled by the consumerism, superficiality, and moral decay of American politi-
cal culture.

Besides sharing values, there are other ways to get others to want what you 
want. One of those involves setting the international agenda, and we turn to 
that next.

Agenda-Setting
As anyone who has ever presided over a meeting knows, one way to maximize 
your chances of getting what you want is to set the meeting’s agenda. The same 
holds true in foreign policy. The United States did a masterful job of setting the 
international agenda for the post–World War II era by supporting the creation 
of a series of international institutions that, by meeting the needs of others, also 
met U.S. needs.4 This was done at the global and at the regional levels.

On the global level, consider institutions such as the World Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. 
These institutions sought to bring order and stability to the global economy after 
World War II. They established structures to address economic situations ranging 



192     Chapter 10   ▸  Foreign Policy Outputs

from routine economic challenges or opportunities to full-blown crises, as well 
as the rules by which these structures would operate. Yet it took money to bring 
these institutions to life, and the United States provided more money to them 
than anyone else. Moreover, the rules were generally written so that those who 
contributed the most money to these organizations had the most influence on the 
decisions they made. This meant the United States could largely shape the deci-
sions being made, as it had more voting shares than any other state. States facing 
economic challenges got help, and the United States got to steer that help in the 
directions it preferred—typically toward capitalist, free-market–based solutions. 
From the U.S. perspective, this was a “win/win” scenario.

After the Cuban Missile Crisis scared the world with the possibility of a 
nuclear war, the U.S., British, and Soviet governments sought to back away 
from the nuclear brink of disaster. That effort began with the Nuclear Test Ban 
Treaty. Moreover, the nuclear weapons powers had no desire to see others gain 
such weaponry as well, but other countries wanted the benefits and/or status 
of nuclear power. So in 1964 the United States offered a proposal to the UN 
that later led to the drafting and signing of the Nonproliferation Treaty and the 
creation of the nonproliferation regime. Thus, U.S. foreign policy makers found 
a way to get others to want what they wanted: a world in which there are estab-
lished rules and procedures that safeguard countries’ rights to develop peaceful 
nuclear power without risking a world filled with nuclear weapons states.

At the regional level as well, agenda-setting can be an important form of soft 
power. In the Western Hemisphere, the United States has encouraged the develop-
ment of organizations such as the Organization of American States (OAS), which 
promotes democracy, human rights, security from harm, economic development, 
and the rule of law. The fact that the headquarters of the OAS is in Washington, DC, 
tells us something important. When dealing with regional issues such as economic 
integration, immigration, or combating narco-trafficking rings, the United States 
was long able to set agendas so that the question was not whether the countries of 
the Americas would cooperate, but how they would do so.

To be fair, we should note that U.S. ability to determine the agenda in the 
Americas has been diminished a bit in recent years by the relative neglect of 
the region by most U.S. administrations and by the rising and vocal challenge 
of leaders like Hugo Chávez of Venezuela and Evo Morales of Bolivia. Groups 
such as the Union of South American Nations seek to coordinate the political 
and economic policies of the region without the guidance of the United States.

Regional agenda-setting and shaping is not just confined to the Western 
Hemisphere. In Europe in the 1990s, the United States began articulating a 
theme within the NATO community. If NATO members (and other Europeans 
more generally) did not like the United States acting as a military superpower, 
then what military roles were they willing to step up and take on themselves? 
Again, meetings became more about “what will you do and how will you do it,” 
and less about “will you do anything?” As a result, NATO undertook combat 
missions in the former Yugoslavia and later in Afghanistan and then Libya.

When discussing hard and soft power policy outputs, we need to keep 
in mind that the world is a complicated place, and there are far more than 
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Because of their need to do what is best for the country as a whole, presidents 
often propose more moderate or centrist policies that are neither conserva-
tive enough to satisfy House Republicans nor liberal enough to satisfy House 
Democrats.

Despite the party polarization in the House, the House is still capable of 
passing highly contentious foreign policy legislation, as all it takes is a simple 
majority vote. If the majority party in the House speaks with one voice, it can 
pass bills. Although some centrist Republicans and Democrats can still be found 
in the Senate, Senate procedures greatly complicate getting things done that re-
quire votes. Due to the Senate’s cloture rule, 60 votes are normally needed to 
end debate on any issue, so unless the majority party leaders can identify 60 of 
the 100 senators willing to vote to end any possible filibuster, they will often 
avoid even scheduling contentious issues—like passing a budget. Thus, struc-
tural gridlock is increasingly frequent in the Senate. In late 2013, Senate Demo-
crats addressed one frustrating facet of this gridlock by changing the number of 
votes needed to end filibusters on most presidential appointment nominations 
from 60 to a bare majority of 51.

The impacts of growing partisanship in both chambers have been seen in 
foreign policy making. The impact of congressional committees has relatively 
diminished over time as the influence of elected party leaders in each chamber 
has grown. More and more foreign policy issues get caught in partisan legisla-
tive battles, in which neither side wants to give in to the other, and the result 
is even fewer pieces of legislation passed than before. As suggested earlier, just 
passing the annual budgets for the foreign policy bureaucracy is increasingly 
difficult—even though funds have to be appropriated for the government to 
function. As a consequence (and often well after the new fiscal year has begun 
on October 1), more and more different issues get lumped together in massive 
omnibus appropriations bills. The result is that individual budget items get less 
careful evaluation than before and legislators are forced to vote “yes” or “no” 
on a huge collection of things just to get the money needed for the few issues 
that are important to them.

Although it may seem counterintuitive, as Congress is more hamstrung by 
partisan politics and passing legislation becomes more difficult, the influence 
of individual members of Congress who care about foreign policy has actually 
grown. Congressional foreign policy entrepreneurs work with administrations 
to get their foreign policy agendas advanced, but when administrations do not 
cooperate, these entrepreneurs find a wide variety of ways to push the issues 
they care about anyway. Like congressional assertiveness in general, the number 
of congressional foreign policy entrepreneurs has steadily increased over time.11 
Future presidents will have to contend with multiple members of Congress who 
are quite willing to tell the administration what it should do and how it should 
do it, and members of Congress will be more than willing to penalize presidents 
who fail to go along with their wishes—often by saying “no” to the important 
items on both the president’s foreign and domestic policy agenda. Those entre-
preneurs who occupy elected party leader positions in their chamber or sit on 
the appropriations, armed services, or foreign affairs committees in Congress 
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Soft Power Outputs
Barring a major shift in thinking in Washington, a greater reliance on soft 
power policy outputs seems likely. There are several reasons for this shift. First, 
the Obama administration has already moved in this direction, both because 
of the desire to differentiate itself from its predecessor the George W. Bush 
administration and because it saw soft power options such as enhanced dip-
lomatic engagement to be the preferred way to address difficult 21st-century 
situations.

For example, shortly after assuming office, President Obama made his 
famous address at Cairo University to reach out to the Islamic world. Obama 
augmented this effort by appointing Farah Anwar Pandith to the newly cre-
ated position of special representative to Muslim communities, a post that re-
ports directly to the secretary of state. An American Muslim originally from 
the predominantly Muslim Kashmir region of India, Representative Pandith 
previously served in the George W. Bush administration as director of Middle 
East regional initiatives for the National Security Council and before that as 
the chief of staff for the Bureau for Asia and the Near East of the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID).13 Another step came in early 2012 
when administration officials began meeting with representatives of Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood, trying to forge some form of relationship with the or-
ganization that won the largest share of seats in Egypt’s parliamentary election 
in late 2011. Such outreach is a reversal of long-standing U.S. policy, which 
saw the Muslim Brotherhood as an Islamic fundamentalist organization op-
posed to U.S. interests in the region. The administration seeks to find common 
ground with Egypt’s military now that it has ousted Egypt’s Islamist president, 
Mohammad Morsi.

Second, many of those difficult 21st-century situations are increasingly 
global in nature. Problems such as global climate change, pandemic diseases, 
and human rights concerns are extraordinarily difficult to resolve unless there 
is at least regional, if not global, cooperation. Such cooperation requires all the 
tools of multilateral diplomacy to be effective. While the UN and its various 
components will continue to be important forums for diplomatic efforts, groups 
like the G-8 major industrial powers, the G-20 major market countries, and 
regional groups such as Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation will increasingly be 
the locations for negotiation over such regional and global issues.

Third, soft power outputs are attractive after the Great Recession. While 
these outputs may take considerable time to bear fruit, they often require 
fewer out-of-pocket expenses than do hard power outputs. As suggested in 
Chapter 10, the entire U.S. diplomatic corps entails fewer employees than one 
aircraft carrier task force. A global architecture already exists to reach out to 
others to deal with mutual problems and challenges; it is the system of U.S. 
embassies, consulates, and missions. Additional numbers of well-trained dip-
lomats could take better advantage of this existing resource. To paraphrase 
former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, to jaw-jaw is better than to 
war-war.
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Smart Power Outputs
In an era in which the United States is not a hegemonic power that can impose 
any of its desires on the rest of the international system, using every combina-
tion of tools in the U.S. foreign policy toolbox just seems to make sense to most 
observers. Smart power outputs thus appear to be the wave of the future.

For example, consider the problem of improving the quality of lives of 
women and children in the Great Lakes region of eastern Africa. Informal mi-
litias in the region at times forcibly conscript children into their ranks, using 
death threats against them or their families if they do not comply. These militias 
(and at times national armies) in Uganda, Kenya, Somalia, Rwanda, Burundi, 
and eastern Democratic Congo also prey on women, either simply because they 
can or to humiliate and shame their rivals. To this violence directed against 
women, add the problems of daily life that these women and children face: find-
ing sufficient water, food, and cooking fuel to meet their needs of their families. 
The United States is addressing their needs in a variety of ways.

Hard power is used in the form of U.S. military assistance. U.S. military 
aid helps the Kenyan government’s military offensive into Somalia to stop  
Al Shabaab raids in Kenya and Uganda, and both U.S. military assistance and 
armed military advisors help the Ugandan government’s military campaign 
against the Lord’s Resistance Army that preys on women and children. Un-
manned drone aircraft are also now based in eastern Ethiopia and can be used 
in the Great Lakes region if needed. These efforts help local regimes protect 
their own citizens.

Soft power is used as well. As noted in Chapter 10, the U.S. State Department, 
USAID, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, U.S. Department of 
Energy, and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency combined with German, 
Norwegian, Dutch, and Peruvian governmental agencies and numerous nongov-
ernmental organizations from the United States and abroad in the Global Alli-
ance for Clean Cookstoves. The alliance seeks to stop the shortening of women’s 
and children’s lives caused by breathing toxic fumes from cooking fuels. Among 
its other global locations, this effort to improve women’s and children’s health is 
active in Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda. U.S. economic assistance is also going to 
address long-standing women’s and children’s health problems, such as combat-
ing malaria and tuberculosis, providing safe drinking water, and assisting with 
family planning in both Kenya and Rwanda, among other places. Through this 
combination of hard and soft power, the United States is seeking to improve the 
lives of millions of women and children in eastern Africa.

Conclusion
“The more things change, the more they stay the same.” Both parts of that sen-
timent apply to U.S. foreign policy making in the 21st century. To some degree, 
the inputs to policy making have changed. The global context is quite different 
from the scary days of the Cold War and the heady days of the post–Cold War 
period of the 1990s. In some ways the United States is more powerful than ever, 
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but it finds itself facing challenges from terrorists who would prey on U.S. citi-
zens and allies, global economic competitors, and those who say its time as the 
world’s leader has come and gone. In terms of foreign policy–making processes, 
this new environment for foreign policy making will almost certainly require 
some rebalancing of needs, interests, and means. Yet that rebalancing will be 
done by the same governmental and political actors and processes by which for-
eign policy has been made for decades. Can U.S. foreign policy–making struc-
tures and entities designed for the Cold War effectively address the challenges 
of the post-9/11 world? If not, can sufficient agreement be found among the rel-
evant actors to make the institutional or structural changes needed to produce 
effective policy outcomes for this new environment? As has been the case in the 
past, people of goodwill can rise to this challenge, but only time will tell.
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