
[image: Cover: Public Choice Theory and the Illusion of Grand Strategy, by Richard Hanania, published by Routledge]

Public Choice Theory and the Illusion of Grand Strategy
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The author identifies three groups most likely to be influential: government contractors, the national security bureaucracy, and foreign governments. This book shows that the public choice perspective is superior to a theory of grand strategy in explaining the most important aspects of American foreign policy, including the war on terror, policy toward China, and the distribution of US forces abroad. Arguing that American leaders are selected to respond to public opinion, not necessarily according to their ability to formulate and execute long-terms plans, the author shows how mass attitudes are easily malleable in the domain of foreign affairs due to ignorance with regard to the topic, the secrecy that surrounds national security issues, the inherent complexity of the issues involved, and most importantly, clear cases of concentrated interests.
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Introduction
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In making his famous case for the existence of a creator, English clergyman William Paley asked the reader to imagine walking along a beach and coming across a watch. Had it been a stone, one might believe that it had lain there forever, and such a conclusion would not necessarily be absurd. Yet, for a watch:


the inference, we think, is inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker: that there must have existed, at some time, and at some place or other, an artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer.


The atheist Richard Dawkins (1987:7–9) argued that Darwin’s discovery of natural selection had rendered the cleric’s point moot. Living organisms had not been designed to serve some greater plan. Rather, blind mutations had, over billions of years, created beings that, through a winnowing process that eliminated those that could not survive and reproduce, gradually evolved into the life forms we see today. Healthy ecosystems exist in an equilibrium, allowing a variety of species whose existences depend on one another to maintain somewhat constant numbers, giving further appearances of design beyond the complexity of the individual organism.

Whatever one thinks of this theological debate and the argument from design, it is clear that well-functioning systems can exist without anyone consciously designing or managing them, or having any larger purpose. We use the term “global economy” to refer to the systems of production and consumption that emerge from decisions made by billions of people across the world given constraints in the form of human nature, culture, and resource limitations, and the regulations that they live under. Culture and language similarly exist as phenomena in their own rights without conscious design. A fallacy of conspiracy theorists is that they see intentionality where it does not exist, attributing economic and other outcomes to the plotting of nefarious actors (Brotherton and French 2014).

This book argues that the study of American grand strategy suffers from the same fallacy as arguments that seek to understand any other complex system by appealing to a designer, when the topic of interest can better be explained as emerging from simpler phenomena. Many works have sought to explain American behavior abroad as consistent with one strategy or another. Great powers are said to be naturally suspicious of each other and thus destined to be rivals (Mearsheimer 2001), or able to set aside distrust long enough to build institutions that can facilitate mutually beneficial cooperation (Ikenberry 2019; Axelrod and Keohane 1985). Those making normative arguments are convinced that the United States should either choose to lead the world and maintain its benign hegemony (Kagan 2004; Hanson 2007), or scale back its commitments lest it become overstretched and embroiled in unnecessary conflicts (Walt 2018; Posen 2014; Layne 2007).

Each of these perspectives suffers from what I call the illusion of grand strategy. In domestic politics, political scientists rarely talk about the American government having an integrated plan to form the kind of society it wants. While lawmakers and presidents may have visions of what role the federal government should play in society and the kind of country it should help create, most of what the federal government does is a combination of the results of interest group lobbying, politicians accommodating public opinion, and decisions made by previous generations that are difficult to change due to institutional and political barriers and therefore locked in (Green and Collins 2008; Holcombe 2005). Half of the funding of the federal government goes toward mandatory spending on programs such as Social Security and Medicare, the main rules for which were set decades ago. The healthcare system was certainly not consciously designed to be as it is and few would consider it ideal, yet attempts at reform run into barriers in the form of a risk-averse public and lobbying by interest groups benefitting from the status quo (Landers and Sehgal 2004; Carpenter, Esterling, and Lazer 1998). And while most Americans support skills over family-based immigration, the vast majority of new arrivals to the United States come on the basis of family connections due to laws stemming from the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which has a clause that was ironically created to limit non-European immigration as a portion of new arrivals but had the opposite effect (Gjelten 2015).

Most political scientists would find little to quibble with regarding the brief descriptions of what shapes government spending and the American systems of healthcare and immigration given above. To talk about the “grand strategy” of the federal government in these areas would likely not be a useful heuristic, although one could certainly talk of the desire of a certain administration to reform the system or move it in a particular direction. Yet those writing about foreign policy often talk or at least give the impression of a consciously chosen strategy with regard to the American role in the world. It is not difficult to see how powerful and influential figures would work to ensure that the myth of grand strategy would prevail. Presidents and other top officials have an incentive to present themselves, even in their own minds, as decisive leaders whose strategic skills have brought the world greater peace and prosperity, rather than slaves to public opinion and bureaucratic and financial interests. Those who want jobs from or access to such figures should be expected to play along, in part because unlike other areas of government, in foreign policy government officials can hide behind classified information, a designation that can be used to protect politicians rather than national security. Likewise, those aligned with various interests with a stake in foreign policy outcomes should be more successful if they portray their preferred policies as consistent with some doctrine serving the public good rather than simply designed to achieve parochial advantage. Thus, the illusion of grand strategy exists because it serves those in the system well. That does not mean it is true.


The public choice framework

If it is misleading to talk about a grand strategy, how should scholars seek to understand American foreign policy? A theory can work as a useful heuristic while not being completely true, particularly if there is no alternative model with which to explain the phenomenon under consideration. Once again, the ways in which economists and political scientists have approached domestic politics provide a guide. Public choice theory, defined as the use of economic tools in order to understand politics and government, has emerged as one of the most powerful methods for explaining how states behave. One begins with the assumption that people, rather than states, are rational in pursuit of their goals, whether they are material, ideological, or emotional (Mueller 2004). Perhaps the main insight of this worldview is that policy tends to end up being in accord with the preferences of groups of people that have a concentrated interest in the outcome of a policy debate (Olson 1971). Other groups that share more diffuse interests will be less influential, even if such individuals have in the aggregate more to gain or lose as a result of government action. The irony of this approach to foreign affairs is that if we treat individuals as rational actors, then we have a reason to believe that states will not be.

This book seeks to draw out the implications of public choice theory for international relations (IR) theory, and ultimately the understanding of American foreign policy. The idea that concentrated interests can influence foreign policy is far from new. Washington’s Farewell Address famously warned against partiality toward foreign countries engaged in their own disputes, and “overgrown military establishments which, under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded as particularly hostile to republican liberty.” A century and a half later, President Eisenhower famously warned of the rising “military-industrial complex” in a speech that has been quoted by those calling for foreign policy restraint ever since. In the IR literature, the decades after World War II saw the rise of the study of foreign policy bureaucracy (Neustadt 1960; Allison 1969; Krasner 1972; Art 1973; Allison and Halperin 1972), and more recent works have investigated the influence on foreign policy of allied governments (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007; Tucker 1998), foreign direct investment (Graham and Krugman 1993), and defense contractors (Derouen and Heo 2000; Rundquist, Lee, and Rhee 1996). At the same time, scholars of the domestic roots of foreign policy will often grant that Congress is influenced by special interests, but argue that the executive branch in the person and institution of the president can be treated as a rational actor when it comes to implementing a grand strategy, a point that this book will dispute (Milner and Tingley 2015).

While providing many insights, work on concentrated interests in the making of foreign policy has been overshadowed by the larger, and more prestigious, study of grand strategy. It is often unclear to what extent research on grand strategy is a debate about the best ways in which to describe American foreign policy, and how much the terms associated with the literature such as “restraint,” “balancing,” and “hegemony” serve to compose a kind of lingua franca that makes historical and policy discussions easier to have. Descriptive and normative claims are deeply intertwined in works of this genre, as many of the most prominent scholars in the tradition are extremely critical of American foreign policy, often treating it as an aberration in a world in which most of the time the past can be explained and predictions can be made based on realist assumptions (e.g., Walt 2018; Posen 2014; Mearsheimer 2001). Nonetheless, it is of note that many of the implicit assumptions underlying the literature on grand strategy stand in contrast to the public choice perspective, and the two methods of understanding American foreign policy are yet to be reconciled.

Public choice theory forms the basis of the analysis of this book. In economics, a party is rational if, given the best of its knowledge, it takes actions that are designed to achieve particular ends, whatever they may be.1 Of those who accept the argument, whether implicitly or explicitly, that the United States has a grand strategy, it is usually said to be based on some combination of maintaining global hegemony and enforcing a liberal, rules-based order, with scholars differing on whether one or the other takes precedence. Each view, however, runs into difficulties in explaining American foreign policy. If the grand strategy of the United States were based on hegemony, we would expect, as realists sometimes recommend (Mearsheimer 2014a), that the United States would seek to check potential rivals. Nonetheless, the American government has tended to do the opposite in the economic realm. While the Marshall Plan and the rebuilding of Japan can be explained in terms of balancing against the Soviet Union, how are we to understand the policies of allowing American businesses to help the Soviet Union develop in the 1920s and 1930s and encouraging China to open up its economy and enact reforms that American leaders believed, correctly, would make it wealthier? Explaining American grand strategy in terms of building and maintaining a liberal international order may help deal with such anomalies. Nonetheless, as critics of American foreign policy often point out, the United States has again and again violated international law in its use of force abroad, with the wars in the former Yugoslavia and Iraq being just two recent and blatant examples of this (Glennon 2004).

In contrast, this book argues that both primacy and liberal internationalism are labels put on a collection of policies that are not primarily motivated by geopolitical goals. The public choice model provides a better explanation of US policy than that of grand strategy. Decisions are made mostly on the basis of short-term political considerations, with a playing field tilted by concentrated interests. Congress clearly makes spending decisions based in part on pressure from lobbyists. The president, often said to be immune from such pressures, is also a political actor, which should lead him to want to maximize his chances of reelection while avoiding actions that will arouse opposition from elsewhere in the executive branch or the wider public. The same concentrated interests able to influence Congress should also, for reasons grounded in Olson’s theory of groups, shape public opinion. While it is possible that a president may forgo short-term political gain for the sake of his legacy, this is unlikely given that American leaders are individuals selected for their skill at winning elections and staying in power, not their ability to implement effective strategy or be thought well of decades into the future.

Some important books have tried to explain certain periods of American foreign policy through the tools of political economy or public choice (Narizny 2007; Hiscox 2002; Trubowitz 1998; Fordham 1998; LaFeber 1998; LaFeber and Abbott 1976). This book is unique in that it focuses on modern American politics, and also concentrated interests that shape most American elites, not simply those of one ideology or of certain regions. The interests that were dominant at one point in history are not necessarily those that are driving policy today. Relatedly, this book focuses on the state itself, specifically the military and the rest of the national security bureaucracy, as an important interest group in its own right. Leaders of the military and top civilian decision-makers can be expected to act like other bureaucrats, seeking larger budgets and more responsibilities for themselves. They should be tempted by conflicts of interest when there are opportunities to profit financially from their government service.

The public choice framework makes specific predictions about the four major areas of American foreign policy usually thought to be the result of decisions made on the basis of grand strategy: the use of the American military abroad, the use of economic sanctions, how the United States responds to rival powers, and policy toward the Greater Middle East. I show that in each of these policy areas, American behavior has over the decades been consistent with the public choice framework rather than either primacy or liberal internationalism. The distribution of foreign bases and military personnel abroad remains remarkably consistent over the decades despite changes in the international environment. Soldiers continue to occupy countries long after the cause that brought them there is no more than a memory. American use of force abroad neither brings the United States strategic advantage, nor is it consistent with supposed efforts to create a rules-based international order. The US willingness to ignore international law is not indicative of a country that cares about a liberal global order, but rather one that is driven by ideology and domestic politics. Economic sanctions have been known not to work for decades, and the American government shows no inclination toward policies that can make them work better, such as direct negotiations with adversaries. Finally, in dealing with rising powers, the United States adopts a strategy of what I call build, then balance. It trades with such countries, helping them become wealthier, and then balances against them when economic power is translated into military capabilities.

It is important to note that this book is mostly descriptive in nature. It does not take a position on how the United States should interact with the rest of the world. In the interest of full disclosure, the author opposes recent attempts at regime change and nation building, and also the use of economic sanctions abroad. Nonetheless, while I argue that the case against such policies is overwhelming, I am sensitive to the arguments of those who would defend Pax Americana more broadly by arguing that the global environment is a complex system that has been working well since 1945, delivering more peace and greater prosperity than at other points in human history (Pinker 2012), and we should therefore be conservative when it comes to making radical changes that could have unforeseen consequences. I doubt anyone could know with any degree of certainty what a comprehensive American withdrawal from its post-World War II role would entail for global security in the long run, a skepticism that is backed up by Tetlock’s (2017) research showing that even supposed experts generally do a poor job of forecasting geopolitical events far into the future. His work asks respondents to make predictions given already existing parameters; we should thus be even more skeptical about those who claim deep insight into what the results of a more fundamental reordering of the international system would look like, including a change from a unipolar to a multipolar world. While this book puts forth claims about the determinants of American foreign policy, it is for the most part agnostic about how much current practices serve the people of the United States and the rest of the world.


Plan of the book

Chapter 1 of this book summarizes the debate about American grand strategy. Realists take a pessimistic view of relations between states and believe that rival powers have a tendency toward conflict, while liberals rely on rational choice models to hold the view that states can often cooperate with one another. Descriptive claims about the nature of international politics are often intertwined with normative arguments about what the United States should be doing. Practically all participants in the debate, however, assume that states are unitary actors. While no scholar believes this to be literally true, they at the very least consider the unitary actor model to be useful in explaining American foreign policy. Moreover, the very definition of grand strategy incorporates the idea of unity between various forms of national power, namely, economic, diplomatic, and military. Chapter 1 argues against three arguments that have been put forth to support the unitary actor model: those of human nature, nationalism, and a selection process in which rational, self-interested states will emerge in the international system. The microfoundation problem at the heart of IR, widely commented on but rarely addressed (Kertzer 2017), poses an insurmountable challenge to conventional accounts of grand strategy.

In Chapter 2, I present the public choice theory of American foreign policy. In understanding how politicians behave, few theoretical frameworks match the power of Olson’s (1971) idea about which groups are likely to succeed in a democracy. Individual incentives matter; small groups with concentrated interests are more likely to influence policy than large ones with more diffuse interests. While there have been hints of public choice theory in thinking about international politics in the United States since at least the time of Washington’s Farewell Address, the full implications for the most important debates in IR have yet to be explored. To argue that Congress is influenced by concentrated interests would break no new ground. Rather, Chapter 2 takes issue with those who argue that the nature of the presidency and its influence over foreign policy largely negate the public choice framework.

According to this view, the president is able to take into account the national interest, and therefore form a strategy with the good of the entire country in mind (Howell 2013:135). This is the theory of the “unitary executive,” which can be conceptually analogized to the unitary actor model and perhaps therefore save it (Milner and Tingley 2015:10–11; Yoo 2008). Chapter 2 shows how presidents can just as easily be influenced by concentrated interests as legislators. Responsiveness to public opinion, a virtue to those who support a strong executive (Posner and Vermeule 2011), begs the question of what determines public opinion.

Chapter 2 presents the theory that guides the rest of the book. I argue that the president’s ability and willingness to go against special interests in the space of foreign policy is often more theoretical than real; presidents are selected to be individuals who are good at politics, not necessarily long-term policy planning. Forecasting is difficult, and if leaders are rational actors, they should not put too much faith in the long-term economic or geopolitical predictions about the influence of their policies; rather they should improvise as time goes on. Based on how they are selected and the incentive structures they face, presidents should be expected to make self-interested decisions with short time horizons. In going about making policy, American leaders are subject to political pressure in the form of public and elite opinion that is shaped by concentrated interests within and outside government. I argue that public opinion on foreign policy is particularly prone to capture by concentrated interests for four reasons: such concentrated interests clearly exist, the public has no direct experience with foreign affairs, the existence of classified information limits public understanding, and the complexity of the issues involved makes it difficult to recognize true expertise. Given these circumstances, concentrated interests have broad leeway in how they define and ultimately construct concepts like “ally,” “adversary,” “national interest,” and “threat.”

This leads to the question of exactly which interests shape policy. I identify three key groups that are likely to be particularly influential: weapons manufacturers, foreign governments, and the national security bureaucracy. This differentiates this book from the political economy approach that focuses on more broad-based regional or economic interests in explaining why politicians favor one grand strategy over another (Narizny 2007; Trubowitz 1998). Most of this work has been primarily concerned with variation in preferences between American elites at some point in the past. I argue that although such work has benefits, it has tended to cast too wide of a net, particularly if we focus on recent history. Broad economic interests face a collective action problem just as voters do, albeit one that is more likely to potentially be overcome, and there is a great deal of uncertainty regarding how any particular grand strategy will benefit most businesses. In contrast, it is easier to see how the concentrated interests identified as important in Chapter 2 do not face either of these problems. The national security bureaucracy, government contractors, and foreign governments lobby for policies that directly put money into their pockets, give them control over budgets, or, in the case of states, defend them against threats. These groups protect their interests through methods such as pressuring decision-makers through personal contact, providing jobs to top officials once they leave office, cultivating relationships with Congress, funding scholars and journalists, and, in the case of government officials, selective leaking and using their perceived expertise and authority to argue for their perspective. Even if determined to take whatever action they think is necessary for the good of the country, leaders themselves should be influenced by those with a direct stake in the outcome of events regarding what is possible or likely to produce beneficial outcomes. For the same reasons that concentrated interests are best able to influence Congress, they are the primary shapers of public opinion and also sometimes the worldviews of top decision-makers in the executive branch. The research presented in this book shows the key role that these extremely narrow, rather than class- or region-based, interests have played in shaping American foreign policy. When the narrow interests in question do not have a stake in the outcome of a policy, this opens up more space for broader economic interests to play a role, as I argue they did during the rise of the Soviet Union and China.

The first two chapters present the theoretical argument as to why, when trying to understand American foreign policy, the public choice perspective is likely to explain more than the unitary actor model and thus a belief in grand strategy. Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 make the empirical case, with each showing how some important aspect of American foreign policy is better explained by the public choice model. I single out the decisions and nondecisions taken by the American government abroad over the last several decades that have had the most financial and human impact: how the military is used, economic sanctions, and policy toward the Greater Middle East since 9/11. Another chapter is devoted to great power competition, an area of particular interest to IR scholars. Chapter 3 investigates when the military is deployed to foreign countries, arguing that the patterns observed are in no way consistent with either a strategy of primacy or liberal internationalism. In reviewing each time that the United States has either sent a large number of ground troops to fight in a foreign country or sought regime change through the use of air power since the World War II, I show that most, if not all, such cases were not sanctioned by international law. There is a consensus among international law scholars that, time and time again, presidents have ignored clear prohibitions on the use of force abroad, and encouraged allies to do the same, when they have wanted to go to war. Meanwhile, the United States has sanctioned and attacked countries that themselves have invaded other nations. The reason for this seeming discrepancy is that the American government has been more responsive to domestic short-term political pressure and concerned with humanitarian principles than it has been committed to international law. Nor have these wars been launched to increase American standing in the world. This is especially true in the interventions that have taken place since the end of the Cold War, which have done little to advance American strength relative to other powers, and mostly had the opposite effect. The use of force is justified post hoc as part of one or the other strategy, all the while not being consistent with any of them. Interest group lobbying tends not to explain most American wars directly; rather, concentrated interests have created a highly militarized foreign policy that gives presidents options that tempt them to use force when they feel that doing so is politically advantageous, in the best interests of the country, or consistent with some humanitarian concern. This does not mean, however, that there is any grand strategy that can explain when the United States decides to use force.

Chapter 3 also reviews American troop deployment over time. It argues that while a unitary actor model would expect changes in where the United States sends its military personnel, in accordance with shifts in the strategic environment, that has not happened. The pattern of troop deployment abroad can best be explained by bureaucratic politics rather than by any kind of grand strategy. As of late 2019, setting aside active war zones, the foreign countries hosting the most American troops were, in order, Japan, Germany, South Korea, and Italy. In other words, these are the three Axis powers that the United States defeated in World War II, along with the country it went to defend in 1950. An historian seeking to explain the reasons behind the current distribution of American forces abroad would be better served by understanding what brought US troops to those locations three quarters of a century ago than what threatens national security today. I argue that a general risk aversion based on short-term political calculations explains why there is so little change over where military personnel are sent over time. Concentrated interests must justify a global presence abroad; given these concentrated interests benefit regardless of where the American military presence is, the political path of least resistance is to keep troops where they are.

Chapter 4 discusses how the United States has dealt with rising powers, in particular, the Soviet Union (1917–1933) and China (1990–2012), during periods in which they were weak and could potentially be subject to extremely high levels of American pressure. A grand strategy rooted in maintaining global hegemony would have called for the American government to seek to head off any other country that might potentially become a rival superpower by restricting technology transfer and trade. In contrast, a naïve liberalism that thought engagement would lead to peace and prosperity would alternatively have encouraged commerce while scaling back global military commitments. In actuality, the United States has engaged in a combination of the two approaches in a way that is incoherent from the perspective of grand strategy, but explicable through the public choice framework. At the beginning of the rise of a rival power, trade accords with the president’s political goals of increasing economic growth and gaining support from business interests. At the same time, military and civilian leaders convinced that other powers pose a threat to American security within the government work to balance against this potential rival as its power increases. I call this the process of “build, then balance,” as the United States manages to both help a rising power gain economically, while also being the main force trying to make sure that its economic power will not be translated into military advantage.

I review US policy toward the Soviet Union and China, as these should be “most difficult” cases for my theory given that American leaders had a long period of time to form a coherent strategy, and both countries were communist states seen as posing an ideological challenge to the United States. In the case of the Soviet Union, while American leaders refused to give that nation official recognition, businesses from the United States helped it industrialize under Stalin. The assistance went toward not only economic growth, but also militarily vital sectors such as steel and motorized vehicles. In the case of China, the United States sought to integrate that nation into the global economy. The main justification usually given for this is that policymakers once believed that by doing so China would become more pacific and democratic and therefore not threaten the United States or the global order. I argue that this is a post hoc justification for policies that were pursued for other reasons. Business interests wanted to expand their markets, and the idea that this would serve American geopolitical interests in the long run was a convenient rationalization. As China has risen economically, there have come calls for militarily countering the threat, and the end result is that both special interests that benefit from trade and those that benefit from conflict have each gotten their way, despite their interests being contradictory when viewed from the perspective of American grand strategy.

Chapter 5 analyzes the American use of sanctions abroad. Today, the number of individuals killed by sanctions actually rivals and in some cases surpasses those killed as a result of American military intervention. Yet the use of sanctions as a tool is puzzling from a strategic perspective, given the academic consensus that they do not work (Pape 1997). Despite massive humanitarian costs, sanctions are employed in situations where they have no hope for working, and can even last decades after it is clear that they are not going to accomplish the goal of regime change, as in the case of Cuba. Chapter 5 argues that if we see sanctions as a tool of domestic politics, American behavior makes more sense. When presidents would like to express displeasure about the actions of a foreign government without committing to war, wrecking the target state’s economy allows leaders to achieve a political victory with little cost. The idea that sanctions are political rather than instrumental fits with various pieces of evidence, including the lack of interest politicians show in the effectiveness of economic warfare in the absence of military coercion, and their unwillingness to directly negotiate with leaders whose behavior sanctions are ostensibly meant to influence.

Chapter 6 reviews American policy toward the Greater Middle East from the time of 9/11 attacks to the end of the Obama administration. Like the chapter on great power rivalry, it provides a “hard case” for the theory presented. At the top levels of government, the Greater Middle East, especially the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, has taken up more time and energy than any other region of the world. Nowhere else has the United States committed more in terms of blood and treasure. Thus, if the United States does have a “grand strategy,” it should be present here. Even setting aside the theory presented in this book, the readers may reject the main arguments while benefitting from the historical discussion. I identify, in the short span of 15 years, four eras of American policy. Every transition from one era to another was dictated by political realities that revealed themselves after the policies of the previous era had failed.

First, in the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks the Bush administration faced psychological and political incentives to take revenge on behalf of the country. This explains both the decision to not seek negotiations with the Taliban before overthrowing that regime, and the otherwise inexplicable decision to invade Iraq. While a country may take action that seems overly aggressive for instrumental reasons, that is, to send a signal to current and potential adversaries (Butt 2019), I argue that this is not what happened here. The Bush administration had no plan for the postwar aftermath in either country because it had no grand strategy, only short-term political interests. What the theory of grand strategy presents as puzzling the public choice perspective shows to be easily explainable. The Freedom Agenda, the doctrine that dominated the second era of post-9/11 American involvement in the Middle East, was a post hoc justification for the original invasion and continuing occupation of Iraq after the original reasons for the war were discredited. After Bush left office, President Obama sought to scale back American commitments in the region, but faced political pressure from the Pentagon and the uniformed military to take a series of steps that were likely more aggressive than he would have liked, namely, sending an extra 30,000 troops to Afghanistan and arming the Syrian rebels fighting the government of Bashar al-Assad. I argue that, given President Obama’s general worldview, along with his unwillingness to fully commit to each mission and the testimony of some of his closest advisers, we can conclude that these were largely political decisions. His second term, however, freed the president of many political constraints and allowed Obama to negotiate the Iranian nuclear deal despite immense domestic political pressure. Short-term political realities and the personality and ideological commitments of the president, not the international situation or a grand strategy that transcends administrations, drove US policy throughout the era.

Finally, the conclusion discusses the implications of the book for the field of IR and those seeking to change American foreign policy. I argue that, in the academic literature, the field of IR is such that the theory we start with is of paramount importance in determining the kind of data we search for and how we interpret evidence. From that perspective, the unitary actor model has led us astray, causing academics to see rational behavior and coherence where there are instead political calculations and vested interests. I argue that IR has for too long been divorced from the rest of political science, as the problem of the microfoundations of the unitary actor model has never been solved. Yet as important as the implications of the arguments presented are for the field of IR, they may be even more radical for what they say to journalism, the nonprofit sector, and activism.

It is often said that one cannot reason a person out of a position that he did not reason himself into. The United States has not consciously chosen a grand strategy over the last several decades; rather it has made a series of policy decisions that have largely resulted from political motivations while being sold as part of a coherent plan after the fact, or more precisely, as a collection of coherent plans that are advocated for or forgotten about depending on the needs of the moment. Thus, those who want to change American foreign policy should not expect to succeed primarily by making arguments as to why the United States is implementing the wrong grand strategy. Rather, one would have to work to change the incentive structures that lead some ideas to gain currency, and government officials to make certain decisions but not others. I provide some thoughts on potential legal and cultural reforms that could ultimately change American foreign policy, for those inclined to try doing so. I stress the importance of facts on the ground and path-dependency when it comes to making American foreign policy, and the kinds of presidential candidates one should support if one wants the United States to be more militarily restrained in its behavior abroad. While this book is mainly focused on how the myth of grand strategy distorts the field of IR, I believe that the public choice perspective tells us something very important about strategies for reform.


The role of ideas and a note on methodology

For the purposes of this book, it is important to differentiate between the concepts of “proximate” and “ultimate” causation, a distinction that has been found useful in the natural and social sciences. Ernst Mayr (1961) is generally credited with popularizing the idea in evolutionary biology, in an article in which he differentiates between the immediate, mechanical explanations of the behavior of an organism, and a level of explanation rooted in evolutionary theory that explains why the organism came to react to a stimulus in a specific way. The concept has also proved useful in philosophy, economics, and political science, where it helps clarify in which exact sense a researcher is seeking to understand a phenomenon (Dowding 2015:50–55; Tingley 2006). In IR, for example, the study of how emotions influence decision-making can be seen as the study of proximate causes, as opposed to, for example, studies of the circumstances that bring to power certain leaders and not others (Fierke 2012; Hudson 2005; Horowitz, McDermott, and Stam 2005).

In trying to explain the proximate causes of state behavior, it makes sense to focus on ideology and evidence that directly speaks to the beliefs and motivations of relevant actors. The craft of writing history involves tracking down sources, sifting through them, and judging their credibility (Trachtenberg 2009). In contrast, coming to conclusions about the ultimate causes of state behavior – why leaders come to adopt certain ideas and not others, or why those holding certain ideas but not others find themselves in positions of power – presents a different set of challenges. Leaders will often claim, usually even to themselves, to be acting in the name of some ideology or strategy.2 Yet this study for the most part does not directly concern itself with the direct motivations of leaders, except insofar as it is necessary to debunk the possibility of longer term, strategic planning. Rather, it presents a framework that can help explain how American leaders, through selection pressures that bring them to power and the circumstances in which they operate, can be expected to behave. Public choice theory is therefore at times consistent with various theories of human motivation. It is a perspective that concerns itself with ultimate, rather than proximate, causes, and this book is therefore distinguishable from much of the historical work with which it overlaps.

In order to understand the complexity of understanding ideology or genuine conviction as a cause of behavior, it useful to consider Robert Trivers’ (2000) theory of self-deception, which argues that individuals who will be best able to convince others of a certain proposition are likely to be those who believe it themselves. Humans evolved in circumstances in which they would often have an interest in deceiving those they know and at the same time detecting deception in others. Thus, self-deception becomes a way to trick others, as one cannot detect dishonesty on behalf of a party if that individual has convinced himself of a particular argument. I fool myself first in order to be better able to fool others. As government officials are selected partly on the basis of their ability to convince others of their sincerity, they might be particularly prone to self-deception of this kind (see Galeotti 2015:891–892; Cowen 2005:448; Wrangham 1999). Thus, even if we accept that government officials are sincere in their views, looking at what they say, or even what they “truly” believe, may not be of much help in pointing us toward an ultimate explanation of why they have certain ideological and moral commitments and not others.

There is another problem with seeing ideas as causal in and of themselves, which is that the ideological and moral disagreements across society are vast (Haidt 2012). Yet, taking a very broad perspective, debates around foreign policy in the United States tend to be extremely circumscribed, with narrow space for disagreement in the most prominent newspapers and think tanks and at the highest levels of government (Walt 2018; Porter 2018). Few mainstream politicians challenge aspects of American foreign policy that are extremely unique from an historical perspective, including bases on every inhabited continent, an extremely broad conception of national security that can justify military intervention practically anywhere, and the resulting normalcy of an executive with the right to engage in regime change whenever and almost wherever it desires. The few that dissent forcefully are dismissed as cranks, whether on the right or the left (Lerer 2019). Why and how, in a democracy of over 325 million people, does debate occur across such a narrow stretch of the ideological spectrum?

This book does not necessarily imply that politicians or leaders are “bought off” by special interests, although they might be. When Senator Marco Rubio was accused of doing the bidding of the National Rifle Association (NRA) because the organization financially supported his candidacy, he responded that his critics held a theory of causation that got it backward. It was not that he supported the NRA because they gave him money, rather they gave him money because he already agreed with their ideas (Watkins 2018). This implies that, in one model of the way the world works, people come to conclusions about the proper role of the United States abroad based on their own morality and understanding and without any self-interested reason explaining their views. Nonetheless, concentrated interests can determine why those with certain ideas and not others end up in positions of power and influence.

It is also possible, of course, that ambitious people shape their views toward accommodating those with disproportionate influence and power, whether consciously or not. Whether ambition comes first and leads people to adopt certain ideas, or ideas come first and help certain individuals gain power over others, does not much matter for the purposes of the main arguments made in this book. When an individual expresses an ideological or political view, there are three possibilities.


	He is expressing his sincere belief due to his own understanding and study.

	He is “sincere” through the process explained by Trivers (2000), wherein he comes to convince himself of certain arguments based on what is politically convenient or in his bureaucratic or financial interests.

	He is insincere, purposely and consciously scheming to adopt whatever he thinks is necessary to advance his own self-interest or some other goal.


This book seeks to explain the behavior of two groups of people: top decision-makers in the American government, particularly the president, and the journalists, public intellectuals, academics, bureaucrats, and foreign actors who try to exert influence on American leaders, often through the indirect path of shaping public opinion. Regarding top American officials, I argue that point (2) is the most likely explanation for most major decisions. In normal historical inquiry, one looks at original documents, journalistic accounts, and memoirs, and comes to certain conclusions about what a leader believes at a particular time. If the scholar finds evidence of point (3), one can take it at face value, since people are more likely to lie in a way that flatters themselves than in a way that presents them in a negative light. This is why, although hearsay is generally not admissible in American courts, there is an exception when the statement is against the speaker’s interest.

In contrast, points (1) and (2) look indistinguishable to the naïve observer, and may be exactly the same from the perspective of proximate causation. In either case, a person will, both at the time of decision and in hindsight, claim sincere motives, and those in contact with the individual will likewise testify to their true, underlying beliefs. How, then, does one go about differentiating between beliefs arrived at through motivated reasoning for self-interested reasons and other beliefs? I argue that presidents are most likely to make decisions based on point (2). Theoretically, this is likely because to become president one has to be the kind of person who is particularly good at the type of self-deception articulated by Trivers. Being a “free thinker,” an honest person believing in and advocating for whatever the evidence and moral values suggest, is probably not the best way to go far in politics, as individuals can be disqualified for a single errant statement or belief.

That is the theoretical argument as to why top government officials engage in self-deception. How to test point (2) empirically in a way that differentiates it from point (1)? I argue that this can be done in some cases, but not others. For example, if presidents are making decisions based on evidence and in order to achieve a foreign policy goal, we should expect them to do other things that are consistent with that goal. Imagine a man tells a woman that he cannot date her because he is not looking for a relationship at the moment. He may sincerely believe this at the time. But soon after, the woman finds that he has begun a relationship with a more attractive partner. A reasonable conclusion to draw would be that the man did want a relationship, just not with the first woman. One has to draw this conclusion from the man’s actions rather than his words. I argue that a similar principle can be used to understand American foreign policy.

For example, the United States sold the Iraq War on the grounds that the country had weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) that threatened the United States. In a sense, top officials seem to have “believed” this justification (Jervis 2010). Yet the United States did not show much of an interest in cooperating with weapons inspectors in a way that might disarm Iraq without going to war (Butt 2019). One simple fact that is rarely remarked upon is that the Bush administration did not even engage in direct negotiations with Saddam Hussein in the long run-up to the war. Moreover, after taking Baghdad, the Bush administration immediately became bogged down in a nation-building mission that not only had nothing to do with WMDs, but ended up costing much more in lives and treasure than the original conflict. For these reasons among others, as I explain in Chapter 6, it is likely that the Bush administration was motivated by a desire to go to war based on political and psychological, rather than strategic or geopolitical, factors. Top officials had convinced themselves that WMDs were important at the moment they needed to believe this was true in order to convince others, but evidence about WMDs was in no sense a but-for cause of the war.

Other cases are not as clear as the invasion of Iraq, and sometimes one cannot come to definitive conclusions. In Chapter 4, this book argues that business interest lobbying was likely key in influencing President Clinton’s decision to open up and expand trade with China. On its face, the evidence is broadly consistent with the three different theories discussed above: that Bill Clinton genuinely believed in the importance of free trade for the national interest based on his own study or ideological commitments (1); that President Clinton came to convince himself of the importance of free trade because he understood at a deeper level that accepting that position was good for his political fortunes (2); and that President Clinton consciously decided to take the position on trade that would benefit him most politically (3). Using the same logic that I apply to the cause of the Iraq War, one may argue that point (2) is most likely given the theoretical discussion presented in Chapter 2 and the fact that President Clinton did not behave in ways consistent with a genuine ideological conviction (1), given that he did not meaningfully scale back American military commitments in East Asia, nor apply the stated principle that economic growth would lead to democratization to other dictatorships.

Of course, there are other possibilities. For example, President Clinton might have believed that free trade was a good thing regardless of whether it led to China democratizing, but had to pretend that he believed the country would democratize in order to sell free trade to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) focused on human rights and the broader public. Or maybe Clinton’s beliefs were exactly as he said – that free trade leads to democratization – but he could not make the case with regard to Iraq or Cuba for political reasons. The possibilities are nearly endless, and this exercise should reveal how difficult, if not impossible, it is to get at true motivations in some cases. This inquiry cannot foreclose any of these possibilities, and the book is therefore not in the ultimate sense concerned with what actually drives leaders. Rather, this book claims two important points: that leaders will tend to behave in a way that is consistent with what concentrated interests desire, and one must look at behavior, rather than directly at what people say or even what they truly “believe,” to achieve a nontrivial conclusion about causation in the case of any particular decision. Regardless of what leaders believe, and no matter how cynical or idealistic they are, America does not have anything that we can reasonably call a grand strategy, but leaders who are motivated by a combination of ideas and short-term political goals in a system in which their incentive structure is shaped by concentrated interests.

Thus, in trying to understand foreign policy, this book is interested in the beliefs of leaders only to the extent that it is necessary to challenge the illusion of grand strategy. I show that ideas that leaders profess to believe in are very often applied inconsistently, in a way that is not attuned to achieve their specific goals but that accommodates concentrated interests. In this way, the arguments made are in accordance with theories of realism that argue that structure determines behavior, and rejects ideology itself as a deep cause of why states behave how they do (Mearsheimer 2001; Waltz 2001).3 As discussed further in Chapter 1, many IR thinkers posit that states go through a selection process in which those that behave in accordance with realist recommendations succeed and thrive, overtaking those that do not. This is analogous to Darwinian evolution, which predicts that organisms will evolve in order to seek out survival and reproduction while remaining agnostic or silent about the proximate causes – the perceptions, emotions, instincts, and in the case of humans, ideological rationalizations and moral systems – that evolved in order to motivate behavior. The main disagreement with realist thinkers in this book is that I do not think that the selection pressures in the international system are strong enough to reliably create the outcomes that they predict, but that those of domestic politics are better suited to provide a theory of American foreign policy.

In addition to trying to explain the behavior of presidents and other top officials, the public choice perspective also has something to say about foreign policy elites who do not make policy decisions themselves but shape the public discourse surrounding such issues. Here, the concern is not whether any individual’s behavior or activism is best explained by points (1), (2), or (3). The public choice perspective expects to find a mix of motivations across individuals, and even within any particular individual. Among those sincerely motivated by ideas (1), those who hold ideas that accord with wishes of concentrated interests should see their voices elevated. Others will either convince themselves of what they need to believe for their own self-interest, like a journalist who needs access from top government officials and therefore publishes stories that they find palatable, or a general near the end of his career who testifies to Congress in favor of hawkish policies because, not having made much money in government, he is subtly influenced by the possibility of a large payoff from a defense contractor after retirement (2). Some, of course, may be pure cynics, like a hired lobbyist who wants to make a lot of money and is not very picky about how (3), though even in this case one might expect some self-deception as the lobbyist comes to adopt the views of the client in order to be able to successfully influence others (2).

The public choice perspective is concerned primarily with what ideas will succeed, all the while recognizing the complexity of the moral and self-interested factors that drive human behavior. At the level of politics, self-interested actors that can convince others of their sincerity are advantaged, and in the marketplace of ideas, it is ideas favored by concentrated interests that succeed due to a combination of the promotion of true believers, self-deception on the part of ambitious individuals, and pure cynicism. Leaders highly attuned to what is in their political interests will thus in a sense see their behavior determined by concentrated interests. One cannot prove this through the kind of archival research that is found in most history books, but through theory and a holistic consideration of American foreign policy. The theory that this book puts forward is more fully explained in Chapter 2.

The dominant method used in this book is generally called “process tracing” by political scientists, defined as “an analytic tool for drawing descriptive and causal inferences from diagnostic pieces of evidence—often understood as part of a temporal sequence of events or phenomena” (Collier 2011:824). I have never found this terminology to be very useful, as all the term means in practice is “trying to explain something that happened without the use of statistics or game theory.” While jargon is sometimes useful or necessary, it can also hinder understanding without adding much of value (Shulman et al. 2020). The term “process tracing” has arguably proliferated in the field of IR for the worst reasons, that is, to obscure rather than illuminate what we are doing; the phrase “non-quantitative historical inquiry” or just “historical inquiry” would work just as well. The term seems to imply that academics have specialized tools that give them advantages over journalists or popular writers in explaining the past, when in reality we are all using the same basic principles of logic when the data we are using are not quantitative or mathematical in nature.

Finally, this book hopes to encourage more skepticism about reasons and justifications given for important foreign policy decisions. The myth of grand strategy exists because it serves many influential parties well. It gives presidents and those who support them a way to sell themselves to voters and shape their legacies. Activists for various interests likewise want to portray their preferred policies as consistent with the common good. This book has little hope of changing the way presidents and special interests sell themselves. Rather, its influence will be felt if scholars who need a common language to talk about US behavior abroad, historians and political scientists alike, along with journalists and other segments of educated public opinion, begin to make greater use of public choice theory in order to appreciate the deep implications this field of study has for understanding and potentially changing American foreign policy.

Notes


	For discussions about the concept of rationality in economics, see Becker and Murphy (1988), Downs (1957:5–11), and Simon (1955).

	It must be said, however, that in private they may be surprisingly explicit about their political self-interest and the role it plays in determining foreign policy (Jackson 2015).

	As will be argued in Chapter 1, realism in many cases does implicitly rely on the ideology of nationalism in order to make the case for the unitary actor model.
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The debate over American grand strategy is more normative than it is descriptive. All observers agree that, by historical standards, the United States is a superpower that has perceived interests that are unusually broad, stretching across the entire globe. Disagreements about the exact contours of that strategy are relatively small, compared to debates regarding what the American role should be. US grand strategy, particularly since the end of the Cold War, is said to be based on some combination of maintaining military primacy and enforcing a rules-based international order, or “liberal hegemony” (Dueck 2004; Kupchan 2003).1 It is on the normative side of the discussion that much of the current grand strategy debate takes place. Should the United States pull back from its commitments, or alternatively maintain or even expand them? Is nation-building necessary for global stability and the protection of human rights, or is it a waste of lives and treasure? And what, exactly, should we do about China?

Regardless of the position one takes on these questions, this chapter argues that participants in the grand strategy debate all share the assumption of the unitary actor model. We talk of states, their “desires,” “interests,” “pride,” and “resolve” (Kertzer 2017). At an even more abstract level, they can have a “grand strategy,” or the integration of various forms of power toward certain specific goals. All of these terms are straightforward when applied to an individual. People have interests, pride, and resolve, they make plans and seek out certain end states. National governments, however, are aggregates of individuals, and there is little reason a priori to suspect that the interests of the state are well aligned with those of the general population, or even that we can expect it to act with a united purpose.

How, then, can the unitary actor model be justified? This chapter shows that, when scholars have set out to do so, they have put forth three main arguments. First, Morgenthau (1948) grounded his theory in human nature, arguing that the drive to dominate is a human universal and that all politics are rooted in a desire to control others, with international politics being no exception. A pessimistic view of human nature more generally is thus seamlessly translated into a pessimistic view of international affairs. The second justification put forth for the unitary actor model is the argument based on nationalism, and has been made in various forms by Kenneth Waltz, John Mearsheimer, and Barry Posen. While none of these thinkers has argued that nationalism is necessary for the unitary actor model – particularly Waltz and Mearsheimer, who ground their theory in the structure of the international system – relying on the power of nationalism helps shoot down many of the objections to their preferred theories. The final justification for the unitary actor model can be called the selection argument, holding that states that do not behave as unitary actors, and more specifically, in the ways that realists predict, will be weeded out of the system. Just as Darwinian selection favors some kinds of organisms but not others in a world of limited resources, the international system has little room for irrational, stupid, or self-sacrificing states.

This chapter argues that none of these perspectives can support the unitary actor model. Human nature is complex, and can be oriented toward cooperation as much as it can turn toward aggression. Furthermore, even if one accepts that politics is the pursuit of power, we may expect leaders to seek to dominate domestic rivals instead of foreigners, and for their domestic populations to resist. The human nature argument thus assumes away the collective action problem related to how a state can behave as a unitary actor rather than engaging with it. Theories based on nationalism give this instinct too much credit. Compared to familial relations and individual interest, loyalty to one’s country is a relatively weak force. There is little evidence that most people most of the time are willing to sacrifice on behalf of their country in the absence of coercive pressure on the part of the state. Nationalism is a strong force relative to other political motivations, but a weak force in terms of explaining human behavior when contrasted against individual and familial self-interest. Finally, the selection argument runs into the problem that human nature, along with the laws of economics or political science, may constrain the extent to which it is even possible for states to act as unitary actors. While a competitive international system may weed out the most irrational and self-defeating behavior, we cannot assume the degree to which it is even possible for states to act in accordance with realism or other theories of IR. The matter is an empirical question. Furthermore, it is far from clear that the number of states worldwide has historically been large enough for selection to meaningfully occur. This is particularly true given the fact that conquest has virtually disappeared in the modern world.

This chapter begins by discussing the contours of the grand strategy debate. Practically all participants in this debate share a commitment to what has been called the unitary actor model, or the idea that, when speaking of governments, “one can usefully ascribe to them at least some of the characteristics of purposiveness and choice ascribed to persons” (Wagner 1974:437; Levy 1997). I show how this assumption is key to both the positive and normative debates within the grand strategy literature. The chapter goes on to present the three main justifications given for the unitary actor model by realist thinkers, namely, those of human nature, nationalism, and selection, before showing why none of them is completely satisfying. Having argued against the unitary actor model, and by implication, the possibility of grand strategy, later chapters in the book present the public choice framework as a theoretically and empirically more satisfying explanation of American behavior abroad.


The grand debate

What exactly does it mean to say that a state has a “grand strategy”? The term is usually traced to the British military strategist B.H. Liddell Hart, who used the term to describe strategy during wartime (Dueck 2008:9; Layton 2012; Strachan 2011). It has been expanded by IR theorists to also apply to peacetime, and is now defined in a way that accords with common sense definitions of what it means for any individual or institution to have a strategy. According to Brands (2012:3), a grand strategy is “the theory, or logic, that binds a country’s highest interests to its daily interactions with the world.” Gray (2007:186) states that it is “the purposeful employment of all of the assets of a state” toward achieving some set of goals. Both of these definitions imagine the entirety of the US government, despite its internal factions and turnover in administration, working on behalf of some perceived interest over a substantial period of time. Thus, in an idealized form, grand strategy serves as a guiding star for all members of the government. The more harmony there is between various state actions – i.e., industrial policy, military spending priorities, and troop deployments abroad – the more confidently we can speak of a grand strategy on behalf of a country. By this definition, a grand strategy can be wise or foolish, serve the interests of the country or not, virtuous or cruel, as long as various tools of the state are working toward the same goals, whatever they may be.

In the descriptive debate over grand strategy, there is widespread agreement about current American goals. The US government perceives itself as having interests across the globe. As of 2015, it had 800 military bases in over 70 countries abroad (Vine 2015), as well as treaties that committed it to defending more than 60 countries, or a quarter of the entire human race that produces 75% of global gross domestic product (GDP) (Beckley 2015:7). According to O’Rourke (2016, 2018), the United States undertook 72 known instances of attempted regime change during the Cold War alone, across 5 continents.

In terms of power and global reach, the only other state that is historically comparable to the United States since World War II has been the British Empire. By 1913, it included nearly a quarter of the world’s population (Maddison 2001:97). Yet while the United States currently makes up around 4% of the global population, it is responsible for defending a similar portion of the world as the British Empire at its peak. Moreover, due to technological constraints, the British Empire could never match the contemporary United States in terms of power projection, as it is virtually taken for granted that an American president has the power to overthrow the government of almost any country in the world. The United States is therefore unique in the degree to which it has achieved global hegemony, in the sense that it can replace governments at will and has the capabilities to project force across the globe.

Scholars have sought to understand American grand strategy from a more abstract perspective that begins by considering states and great powers more generally. Mearsheimer’s (2001) theory of offensive realism derives from a theoretical and historically based analysis of the nature of the international system. States inevitably seek to expand because they fear one another. Because no nation can ever be sure about the ultimate intentions of others, leaders seek as much power as they can to ensure safety. While defensive realists also emphasize distrust among nations, to them states are not necessarily aggressive, but should seek to simply maintain the balance of power (Taliaferro 2001; Tang 2010). A third group of scholars has sought to thread this needle, arguing that the offensive-defensive balance based on the nature of contemporary military technology helps determine whether states will be satisfied with the status quo or seek to change it in their favor (Kydd 2007; Glaser and Kaufmann 1998; Jervis 1978).

Other scholars put more stress on domestic politics. In pinning down American grand strategy, Layne (2007:8) puts forth a theory called “extraregional hegemony theory.” Structural and historically contingent factors in the form of the end of World War II and the collapse of the Soviet Union gave the United States the opportunity to expand its presence abroad. Yet only domestic politics, in the form of Wilsonian idealism, can explain why the United States did not pull back at critical junctures. Most scholars critical of American foreign policy, and who call for major changes, must likewise to a certain extent blame current shortcomings on domestic politics and cultural factors, for the larger role one gives to the international balance of power, the less hope there is to change American foreign policy through the strengths of one’s arguments (Walt 2018; Posen 2014; Art 2013; Dueck 2008).

Whatever the roots of American grand strategy, practically all agree that it has two main components. First, there is the idea of “primacy,” or the practice of maintaining American hegemony across the globe and preventing the rise of any potential challenger (Drezner 2013; Paul 2005). This involves keeping military personnel stationed across the globe, balancing against emerging threats, and achieving technological and economic growth strong enough to ensure that the United States does not meet serious challengers. The other aspect of American grand strategy is “liberal internationalism,” or the idea that the United States should, along with its allies, help maintain a rules-based international order that allows for economic interdependence and the peaceful settlement of disputes (Kreps 2009; Kupchan and Trubowitz 2007). The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the World Bank, the United Nations, the World Trade Organization (WTO), and various other institutions allow for agreed-upon procedures in order to facilitate cooperative relations between states in the economic and security realms (Ikenberry 2019).

The two strategies are said to reinforce one another, a view taken by those who subscribe to what has been called “establishment internationalism” (Busby and Monten 2008). The United States is strong because it accepts and promotes liberal internationalism, allowing it to present itself to others as a “benign hegemon” (Stokes 2018:134–140; Beyer 2009; Shambaugh 1997:11). At the same time, leading this liberal order keeps America strong because it ensures that the United States grows economically and is able to effectively cooperate with allies. According to former CIA Director John Brennan (2010), American values “remain one of the greatest sources of our strength at home and abroad.” This is the idea behind “soft power” as key to understanding American strength (Nye 1990). America thus needs the world, and the world needs America. In the famous words of Secretary of State Madeline Albright, “we are the indispensable nation.” According to Brzezinski (2016:ch. 1), another former Secretary of State,


Unlike earlier empires, this vast and complex global system is not a hierarchical pyramid. Rather, America stands at the center of an interlocking universe, one in which power is exercised through continuous bargaining, dialogue, diffusion, and quest for formal consensus, even though that power originates ultimately from a single source, namely, Washington, D.C. And that is where the power game has to be played, and played according to America’s domestic rules.


While there is relatively little disagreement about what American grand strategy is, the most heated debates tend to revolve around what it should be. Although Posen (2014:6–7) identifies four kinds of grand strategy that have competed for influence in the United States since the end of the Cold War, for the purposes of most contemporary discussions, the dividing line is between those who defend current American policy and call for continuing engagement in a way that is not too different from the strategy the nation has pursued since the end of World War II, and those who would like to see commitments abroad reduced. Understanding that each category has disagreements within itself, we can call the first group global hegemonists because they believe that the interests of the American people, and usually all of humanity, require the United States to continue to exert a major influence on the world stage. The other side we can call restrainers, keeping in mind that some of them actually favor a more confrontational approach in certain areas, namely, with regard to the rise of China.

Global hegemonists have a left and a right wing. On the left, scholars look back to 1945 and note that the world has been extremely peaceful and prosperous by historical standards. Advocates of liberal hegemony theory believe that the international institutions created by the United States are key to explaining this historical development (Ikenberry 2019, 2011). The WTO reduces transaction costs to making deals, increasing international trade (Hegre, Oneal, and Russett 2010); American security guarantees, including the NATO alliance, increase the costs of aggression (Glaser 1993); and the United Nations creates a forum in which states can come together to negotiate over current disputes and deal with problems emanating from the most dangerous regions in the world (Weiss 2018). In this view, it is the institutions and practices of the American empire that incentivize states to cooperate rather than fight with one another. The United States benefits from global peace just as all nations do.

Not all who advocate continued American military engagement with the rest of the world, however, credit international institutions with keeping peace. Generally associated with more conservative political views and Republican administrations, those on the right wing of the global hegemonist school of thought believe that it is the unique virtues of American society, and the willingness and ability of Washington to use its power in order to enforce its values, that is the source of global order. This kind of commentary was particularly prevalent during the years after the 9/11 attack and the debate over the Iraq War. Kagan (2002) expressed contempt for those, namely Europeans, with a “deep interest in devaluing and eventually eradicating the brutal laws of an anarchic, Hobbesian world where power is the ultimate determinant of national security and success.” Thinkers who advocate for American primacy as key to global security have tended to denigrate institutions such as the United Nations, portraying them as paralyzed by cowardice and moral relativism, and unable to meet the challenges of rogue states and modern terrorism (Bolton 2008; Hanson 2007; Kagan 2004). Putting more emphasis on power politics than Wilsonian idealism, right-wing hegemonists nonetheless agree with many liberals about the important role of the United States in maintaining world order.

Most academics who have written about grand strategy in academia, however, do not accept a militarized liberal hegemony or primacy in the neoconservative sense as normatively desirable.2 Rather, they argue that American grand strategy has been wasteful, overly ambitious in its attempts at nation building, and provocative toward other powers. Expanding NATO, in particular, soured relations between the United States and Russia (Mearsheimer 2014b; Posen 2014:87–91), and the Iraq War was disastrous in terms of wasted lives and treasure (Schmidt and Williams 2008). While agreeing on the need to rely less on force in dealing with the Middle East, restrainers debate what to do about China, with some adding to their criticism of anti-insurgency wars and humanitarian interventions by arguing that these are distractions from the main rising threat to the United States (Mearsheimer 2014a; Walt 2018:ch. 6), and others calling for the United States to seek a more cooperative or accommodationist relationship (Kang 2007; Nathan and Scobell 2015). This notable difference has tended to be obscured by the relatively united position that restrainers take regarding the United States pulling back militarily from the Middle East and, for most, Eastern Europe.

One reason these debates seem so intractable is that there are no clear and agreed upon methods that can be used to adjudicate between those who defend the current active US role in the world and those who would like to see America pull back. It is true that, since expanding NATO, the United States has seen worsening relations with Russia. It is also true, however, that Russia has never invaded any of its neighbors that joined NATO, the fear that led many of them to seek out a place in the alliance in the first place (Sarotte 2019). Similarly, the United States has an antagonistic relationship with China, but there seems to be little threat of a major power war in the immediate future. North Korea has not denuclearized and tensions remain on the peninsula, but the country has not invaded its southern neighbor either. Taken in total, have American policies toward China and Russia been successes or failures? To put forth an argument either way, one can rely on little more than historical analogies that may or may not be relevant to contemporary circumstances, and untestable speculations regarding counterfactuals.

Thus, restrainers can always point to what seem to be mistakes and failures in American foreign policy, while global hegemonists can credibly claim that things could be much worse. Although there may be widespread acknowledgment that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have been debacles, reasonable people can still disagree about aspects of American foreign policy with more ambiguous results. There is simply no way of knowing the extent to which the decline in armed conflict and growth in international trade across the world since 1945 can be attributed to American primacy, American-created institutions, or some other collection of factors that have emerged since the end of World War II.


The unitary actor model

With certain exceptions (Betts 2000), implicit in the debates over grand strategy is the belief that the United States actually has a grand strategy. I call this assumption the “unitary actor model,” which can be defined as the belief that a state behaves rationally, meaning that its actions are often enough taken toward accomplishing specific and consistent goals. While certainly not always true, the question is whether the unitary actor model is useful, which it would be if this basic standard of rationality is met, in which case it would make sense to talk about the existence of a grand strategy.3

Why exactly do we speak of the American government as a unitary actor in the same way that we speak of individuals or small groups? Of course, it is trite to say that a state does not literally have goals, wishes, and desires. With this acknowledgment, the key question is whether speaking of the US government as a unitary actor is a heuristic device that helps us explain the world. A secondary question is whether it is useful to speak of the United States as a unitary actor for the purposes of observers and activists not in academia, a subject that is the topic of the conclusion. In this chapter, before getting to the empirical arguments, I present three theoretical reasons traditionally given as to why we might expect states to operate as unitary actors, and argue that they provide little basis to accept such a model for state behavior.

Much in IR rests on the unitary actor model. Questions surrounding the strength of its theoretical and empirical grounding thus have implications beyond the debate over grand strategy. The unitary actor model is the basis of rational choice theory as applied to IR, and thus the ultimate foundation of realism (Donnelly 2000; Guzzini 2004). During my introduction to IR graduate course at the University of California, Los Angeles, Professor Arthur Stein told the class that realism was like Greenwich Mean Time: few people are there, but everyone measures in terms of distance from it. IR has thus been built on a foundation that borrows from economics in assuming that actors are rational entities seeking to achieve certain ends and from there derives formal models through which one can hopefully predict and explain behavior (Keohane 2002; Levy 1997; Schelling 1984). The unitary actor model undergirds not only the grand strategy literature and realism, but also liberal theories derived from rational choice models, and arguably even constructivist theories that hold that state interests are socially constructed but nonetheless accept that nations work toward certain goals (Barkin 2003).

Nevertheless, despite its widespread acceptance, importing the unitary actor model into IR from the field of economics is not without conceptual challenges. It was the “alleged affinity between rational choice models and traditional state-centric views of international politics” that in the early days of the discipline helped shield the latter from sustained criticism (Kahler 1998:922). The idea that an individual actor has goals and can be rational in seeking them is consistent with common sense intuition. The same can be said about a firm or other organization, especially if its leadership is small enough that those in control can directly monitor or otherwise direct different parts of the group and avoid the principle-agent problem. Simple rational choice models become more difficult the more a business grows in size, and this is why an entirely new literature needed to be developed in order to understand the behavior of firms (Cyert and March 1992). One of the fundamental concepts that has emerged from this literature is the idea of the firm as a coalition of smaller groups (March 1962; Stevenson, Pearce and Porter 1985). Rather than starting with the assumption that corporations and businesses are unitary actors, it has been beneficial to understand the firm itself as an emergent phenomenon created by the behavior of individuals and groups working at lower units of analysis. While the unitary actor model would predict profit-maximizing behavior, this organization theory-based concept of the firm explains behavior that is pathological from a business perspective, such as organizational slack, wages paid above what is necessary to keep workers employed, and “satisficing,” or the tendency of workers to achieve goals that are “good enough,” such as setting a “fair price” or making a “reasonable profit”4 (Simon 1997:119–120).

If the unitary actor model is problematic from the perspective of the firm, it is much more so in the case of states. It is size and complexity that originally necessitated a theory of the firm, yet no corporation is as large as the American federal government. As of 2019, Walmart employed 2.2 million across the world, more people than any other firm on the planet (Fortune Global 500, 2019). The US federal workforce had 2.1 million civilian employees alone in the same year, which leaves out the military and contractors (Congressional Research Service 2019). Moreover, the divided nature of our governing system makes it difficult to achieve top-down discipline that can force employees of the state to act in accord toward common goals. While the president is the head of the executive branch, he in many ways has less power over his underlings than any CEO. He would have a much more difficult time firing a low-level employee than a CEO would, for example. The most important presidential appointees must go through Senate confirmation, and career bureaucrats enjoy a level of job security that is unheard of in the private sector (Mitchell 2018). This is in part due to interest group lobbying on the part of government unions, but also by design, to ensure that lower levels of the executive branch cannot be co-opted into serving the president’s personal or political agenda.

Thus, there are deep reasons to be skeptical of the unitary actor model as applied to states. IR theorists have usually simply begun with the unitary actor model without much justification, and classic works in the field are often notable for their lack of clarity on the issue. For example, Mearsheimer (2001) in his The Tragedy of Great Power Politics puts forth five assumptions: the international system is anarchic, great powers possess some offensive capability, states can never be certain about one another’s intentions, great powers prioritize survival above all else, and great powers are rational actors. Not only is rationality posited in the fifth assumption, but the fourth assumption, assuming that states “prioritize” survival above all else, itself assumes rationality, as a nation must have a hierarchy of values in order to prioritize one thing above all else. Fear is said to be the emotion that drives states to achieve security by expanding as much as possible. Too often, scholars assume rather than provide theoretical justification for the idea that states should be thought of as rational actors.

Nonetheless, based on a review of some of the most important thinkers in the field, one can derive three justifications put forward. First, Hans Morgenthau argued that human nature is inherently aggressive, and this is why states seek to dominate one another. His views on IR were rooted in his views on politics more generally, and ultimately human nature. “International politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power” (Morgenthau 1948:13). Power is defined in terms of “control over the minds and actions of other men.” As much as liberals, free traders, internationalists, and other dreamers may wish it were not the case, “the struggle for power is universal in time and space and is an undeniable fact of existence” (Morgenthau 1948:16–18). In order to not leave any doubt on this point, Morgenthau distinguishes between historically and culturally contingent institutions that can be changed and the “elemental bio-psychological drives” that will always be with us. In a sense, then, there is nothing special about international politics. It is simply one more manifestation of this will to power, that “constitutive element of all human associations, from the family through fraternal and professional associations and local political organizations to the state.” The struggle between a mother-in-law and her child’s spouse, for example, “foreshadows the conflict on the international scene between the policies of the status quo and policies of imperialism.”

The second important justification for realism is the existence of nationalism, an idea that has been put forth by Barry Posen, John Mearsheimer, and Kenneth Waltz. While not necessary for his theory of offensive realism, in Mearsheimer’s (2011) view nationalism is a strong enough force that it can significantly alter the balance of power, by making soldiers more reliable and citizens more compliant. Others in the realist tradition have also emphasized the important role of nationalism, arguing that, if it is not necessary for realism, it at least strengthens the predictive and explanatory power of that philosophy (Waltz 2001:175–179; Posen 1993). When it comes to international politics, the psychic and emotional pull of nationalism across the population of each state helps ensure that a model in which a country acts as one in competition with its rivals tracks reality close enough to be useful.

Finally, Waltz’ (2001:159–160) theory of structural realism relies on fewer assumptions than perhaps any other theory in IR, arguing that one can explain how states behave with the ideas that the international system is anarchic and that states must rely on self-help. If a state does not act in accordance with realism – that is, as a rational, self-interested unit seeking survival – it will cease to exist. Such “requirements are imposed by an automatic sanction: Departure from the rational model imperils the survival of the state” (Waltz 2001:200–201; see also Waltz 1986). This can be called the selection model of state behavior. Nothing forces every state to behave rationally in every instance, as can be seen when the ancient Germanic tribes could not put aside their mutual hostility and therefore fell under the control of Rome. Yet over time, the international system selects against states that do not behave as unitary, rational actors (Chatterjee 2003; Oppenheim 1987). As seen by the fact that Darwin’s theory of evolution preceded popular awareness of the discovery of Mendelian genetics, one does not need to know the exact mechanisms shaping a behavior or organ in order to infer its ultimate cause (Vorzimmer 1968). Thus, if valid, the selection argument provides a simple and elegant model of the origins of state behavior that can explain international politics while setting aside the difficult problem of knowing why leaders ultimately behave as they do.


Why not a unitary actor model?

There are therefore three theories as to why states might behave as unitary actors, those based on human nature, nationalism, and selection as applied to states. Each, however, has deep theoretical flaws. First, even if we accept Morgenthau’s dark vision of human nature, as some who have sought to ground realism in evolutionary psychology have tried to do (Thayer 2009:75–80; Lopez, McDermott, and Petersen 2011), this nonetheless begs certain questions. To act as a unified entity, a state must have internal cooperation before it can seek to dominate others. Why assume that the power-seeking aspects of human nature can be overcome within states long enough to have domestic peace and a coherent foreign policy, but that doing so is impossible between nations? Morgenthau (1948:21) answers that “[n]ational societies show a much greater degree of social cohesion within themselves than among themselves,” which he attributes to the factors of “[c]ultural uniformity, technological unification, external pressure, and, above all, a hierarchic political organization…” For these reasons, the struggle for power tends to be more violent and anarchic in international relations than it is domestically.

A hierarchic political organization itself, however, is not sufficient to explain how a state can be expected to behave as a unitary actor. As mentioned before, firms have a hierarchic organization, but even here due to their internal complexity they often behave in ways that depart from rationality. Accepting Morgenthau’s view of human nature as correct, we can expect leaders to try to enforce their will on the rest of society, but we should also expect society to resist. How successful leaders are in imposing their will is thus an empirical question. To say that domestic politics are hierarchic relative to international politics does nothing to answer it. Sometimes, domestic systems are designed specifically to prevent the ability of leaders to enforce their will on the population at large, as was the case with the American system and most countries ruled by a constitution today (Negretto 2009). Furthermore, the question of state capacity is something that has provoked a great deal of research, with a high proportion of governments unable to even exert complete control over their own territory, much less direct their country to effectively operate toward the same goals in foreign policy (Knutsen 2013; Hamm, King, and Stuckler 2012; Besley and Persson 2009). An explanation rooted in human nature therefore does little to justify the assumption that states are rational actors. It simply begs the question of the degree to which the collective action problem has been solved and at what level.

What if, however, instead of strong-arming the population through sheer force, a leader could get the public to voluntarily adopt the goals of the state as its own? This, in effect, is the theory that the existence of nationalism makes it reasonable for us to treat states as unitary actors. For this theory to be correct, nationalism must be an extremely powerful force, not a weak preference that individuals may or may not act upon when it conflicts with their own self-interest. If nationalism is simply one force among many, competing with emotions such as those rooted in, for example, humanitarian or class-based solidarity, and significantly inferior to self-interest or concern with family, then it will have limited explanatory power in international politics. In that case, people will usually only act in favor of the state when doing so does not conflict with personal or familial gain.

Thus, realists who find support for their theories in nationalism emphasize what a strong force it supposedly is. Mearsheimer (2018:84) writes that “[w]ith the possible exception of the family, allegiance to the nation usually overrides all other forms of an individual’s identity.” The fact that Mearsheimer considers the family to be a possible exception indicates the extent to which those committed to the unitary actor model overestimate the strength of nationalism. Likewise, Waltz (2001:177), who explicitly rejects the idea that nationalism or any other human emotion is required for his theory of structural realism, nonetheless writes that “[i]t has been increasingly true in recent centuries … that most people feel a loyalty to the state that overrides their loyalty to almost any other group,” which means that the “centripetal force of nationalism may itself explain why states can be thought of as units.”

It may be true that, as Mearsheimer and realists argue, nationalism is a stronger motivating force than universalist liberalism, a useful foil. This is usually the comparison that scholars make when they argue for the strength of nationalism, and they have had no shortage of recent evidence that they can point to when making this claim, given the collapse of the Soviet Union and in recent years the rise of populist and far right parties across developing and advanced economies (Kaufmann 2018). Yet to see nationalism as motivating state behavior and thus supporting the unitary actor model, it must not only be strong relative to more universalist concerns, but strong compared to all other motivations that might also drive human behavior when individuals are working for the state.

It is natural for political scientists to compare nationalism as a motivating force to other political ideas. When economists have considered the issue, however, they have tended to believe that ultimately nationalism is in fact a weak motivator of human behavior, when compared to the pull of familial relations and economic self-interest. Those who argue that nationalism is important rely on the last few hundred years of European history. According to this theory, beginning with the aftermath of the French Revolution, governments realized that by indoctrinating their citizens to sacrifice for the nation, they could field more effective fighting forces and gain power in relation to other states (Mearsheimer 2011; Posen 1993). Much has been made of the hordes of European men who signed up for war in the summer of 1914. Yet even here, at perhaps the historical peak of nationalism, many if not most of the soldiers who went off to war thought that the conflict would be a short one, and each country had to mandate military service (Keegan 1998:309–371). Modern states with less of a need for manpower field “all-volunteer” forces, yet even here they must pay soldiers a decent salary in order to recruit them. A private in the US Army without any experience makes over $20,000 a year, not including an enlistment bonus that might be as high as $40,000 and allowances for food and housing (US Army Website 2019).

Among those who have done fieldwork and conducted surveys among soldiers risking their lives, there is widespread agreement that people fight with their fellow combatants, rather than the nation or ideological cause they represent, at the forefront of their minds (Junger 2016; Marshall 2000). For that reason, troops can continue to fight despite widespread disillusionment with the mission itself. Surveys from World War II showed that, when asked why they fought, soldiers most commonly answered that they did so for their compatriots in the field (Marshall 2000). These results were replicated among American soldiers in Korea (Little 1964) and Vietnam (Moskos 1970), and among World War II era Wehrmacht soldiers (Shils and Janowitz 1948). This was also the case in the American occupation of Iraq, where fighting for comrades again loomed large in interviews, although here some soldiers did bring up the importance of bringing freedom and democracy to that country, a fact that may be due to the volunteer nature of the modern American military attracting an idealistic subset of the population (Wong et al. 2003:21–22; Wong 2006). This also may have emerged later as a post hoc justification as the war went on, as the desire to bring freedom to the Iraqis was not present when the conflict began, and when asked why they enlisted in the first place, most listed self-interested reasons such as adventure or to begin a career (Wong et al. 2003:9–10, 18–20).

There may have been a shift toward armies and populations that are more willing to sacrifice for their country over the last few centuries. Yet we should not exaggerate the extent to which human nature has changed. Armies are still unthinkable without either compulsion or paying a market salary, and first-hand interviews do not support the idea that nationalistic or ideological goals are at the forefront of the minds of most soldiers. Putting aside the issue of military service, most people cannot even be motivated to voluntarily make much smaller sacrifices for their country. As Olson (1971:13–14) points out, no state has ever supported itself through voluntary dues or contributions. Compulsion in the form of taxation is necessary for the modern state to even exist. Just as how all states know that the government will not get funded without mandatory taxation, nationalist leaders know that they cannot rely on patriotic sentiment to protect jobs or stop demographic changes to their country. Absent a tariff tilting the field in favor of domestic manufacturers, businesses will go where labor is cheaper and consumers will buy the most affordable products. Without laws against illegal immigration, firms will replace domestic employees with cheaper foreigners if it is in their interest to do so, and consumers do not organize boycotts or change their behavior in response. Farron (2000) brings up the example of Nazi Germany to show that even in the most racist or bigoted societies, boycotts against certain ethnic groups, Jews in this case, that require substantial numbers of individuals to voluntarily act against their own financial interests cannot succeed, and must rely on state coercion.

What, then, to make of the resilience of nationalism as a political idea? To understand how nationalism can be powerful politically yet a weak force compared to other human motivations, it is important to have an economic understanding of voting. In a modern democracy, the probability of any individual’s vote changing the outcome of a national election is for all practical purposes zero (Caplan 2011). Thus, voting can be seen as something that is done out of a desire for expressive utility; people vote not in order to affect a political outcome, which is impossible for an individual, but, to put it as simply as possible, to feel good (Schuessler 2000; Hillman 2010). The expressive theory of voting is consistent with a wide range of evidence, including the low level of political knowledge among the general population and the tenuous to nonexistent connection between objective material interests and political preferences (Caplan 2011; Hanania and Trager 2017; Sears, Hensler, and Speer 1979).

It is true that people are “nationalistic” at the polls, indicating that loyalty to one’s country does have some normative pull.5 Some minority of the population will always be motivated to act in the interests of the nation at the expense of personal and familial interests. Yet most people, most of the time? Citizens of developed countries could very well choose to pay higher prices for goods made domestically, and businesses are free to pay higher wages to attract native born employees over immigrants. Thomas Jefferson (1814) famously said that “Merchants have no country” when explaining why so many American businessmen held fond feelings for Britain and the monarchy. Yet this critique of pecuniary interests as key to motivating human behavior does not go far enough. If merchants have no country, then neither do consumers nor workers, who are just as free to sacrifice their financial interests for the good of their country but as a rule do not. Policies such as tariffs and criminalizing illegal migration, while often taken as evidence for the strength of nationalism, actually demonstrate its weakness. The effect of nationalism tends to be strongest when people’s choices have less influence on their own well-being, such as voting, and weakest when their choices have more influence, such as when they are deciding how to spend their own money.

The weakness of nationalism and patriotism as determinants of human behavior can be seen in comparing them to not only the drive for financial self-interest, but also familial relations. Most people do not take care of their children because of any government mandate. Indeed, generally no such mandate exists, as children could always be placed up for adoption. Yet all throughout history, parents spend money to food, clothe, educate, and house their children, regardless of what kind of state they live under, or if they live in a state at all. People similarly care for aunts, uncles, siblings, parents, grandparents, and cousins. Although culture can place more or less emphasis on familial relations, in every society that has ever existed at any level of organization nearly all people sacrifice their personal well-being for the sake of their closest family members, as is consistent with evolutionary theory (Dawkins 1976; Hamilton 1963). Unlike nationalist policies such as tariffs, where it is necessary for governments to use laws in order to protect domestic industry, states need laws against nepotism, a struggle that has appeared as a major theme across world civilizations (Fukuyama 2011). In other words, people are regularly expected to behave in ways that hurt their personal financial interests in order to favor family members, but not fellow citizens.

IR theorists are correct in that there is one sense in which one can argue that nationalism is a strong force, and that is in comparison to more universalist ideologies, such as Marxism or liberalism.6 The inherent pull of nationalism is said to explain the collapse of the Soviet Union (Beissinger 2002; Suny 1993) and the contemporary fraying of the international liberal order (Muller 2008). Yet the unitary actor model does not simply require that nationalism be stronger than other political or social ideologies. If government officials seek to increase the power and security of the country as a whole, and citizens can be expected to voluntarily aid them in such efforts out of a sense of duty, nationalism must also be strong relative to other motivations that might plausibly affect human behavior. And by that measure, when compared to the interest individuals have in the well-being of themselves and their family, nationalism appears to be quite a weak force.

This argument based on observed human behavior also helps to explain why a selection argument is likewise insufficient to support the unitary actor model. Human nature, in addition to technological and cultural factors that operate across borders, place limits on how much we can expect states to behave as coherent units. Imagine that we conceptualize the degree to which a state follows the unitary actor model on a scale from 0 to 1. At 0, a state is so chaotic that no unity of purpose can be discerned by its actions, and at 1 the state is so cohesive that it approaches the idealized form it takes in rational choice models, in which we can speak about the interests and motivations of a state with as much ease as we use these terms to talk about individuals. Technology and human nature combine to create some limit x, that is the maximum coherence in purpose we can expect any state of substantial size to possibly achieve. It may be true that due to international anarchy, global politics will push states toward x. Yet such reasoning tells us nothing about what x actually is, and we can accept the selection argument as true and nonetheless expect that states will not behave in a manner that begins to approach the unitary actor model. States may become as unitary as possible without acting as unitary actors, or without the unitary actor model helping us predict how nations interact with one another.

In a way, this mirrors the debate between proponents of group selection and their detractors in evolutionary biology. Those who believe in this theory argue that humans are hardwired for some self-sacrificing tendencies, since groups that have such individuals will outcompete those that do not (Wilson 1975). The majority view in evolutionary biology is that this is highly unlikely, and that human groups containing purer forms of altruism between unrelated individuals are unlikely to evolve due to the free rider problem (van Veelen et al. 2012; Pinker 2012). While there is no need to express a position on this question here, the point is that one cannot simply use the argument that groups of altruistic individuals will outcompete groups of selfish individuals, all else being equal, to jump to the conclusion that people can be self-sacrificing, given other evolutionary constraints. Likewise, while there is surface plausibility to the claim that states that act rationally will replace those that do not, this argument does not answer the question of the extent to which any state can be rational.

The Darwinian selection argument is often applied to businesses, where the analogy holds much better than it does in the international system. Firms exist in a competitive environment in which those that become too pathological are weeded out of existence (Schumpeter 1942). While they may face institutional and structural barriers to rational behavior, as long as some small minority of them in any given industry can find ways to overcome these challenges, then those firms will grow at the expense of others (Blume and Easley 1992, 2008). Governments have throughout history likewise “gone out of business,” but at a much lower rate, and there is little realistic possibility that Washington, DC, will cease to rule over the United States regardless of almost any course of action it ends up taking. This becomes truer as conquest has disappeared from international society (Zacher 2001). In other words, in the world of states there is no process equivalent to that of the market or Darwinian selection that pushes parties toward behavior that is rational, and therefore consistent with the unitary actor model.

Thus, even if we accept that human nature or political economy puts few restrictions on the degree to which states can act as unitary actors, it is far from clear that we should accept the argument for a selection process that operates on a small enough timescale to be relevant to international politics. A fundamental equation that determines the speed of biological evolution includes the size of the population and the strength of selection pressures as inputs (Gillespie 2004:62–95; Hartl and Clark 1997). The larger the population, the more opportunity there is for beneficial mutations to arise, which in the case of states can be analogized to stochastic factors involving domestic political economy, and more selection pressure ensures that those not fit for survival will be less likely to pass on their genes. From this perspective, the state system is far from optimized for fast evolutionary progress. The number of states has historically been small, no more than several dozen at most until the end of World War II. Even among those, a handful of great powers held a disproportionate share of influence. While the last several decades have witnessed a rise in the number of states, selection pressure is now virtually nonexistent (Zacher 2001). While it may be tempting to analogize Darwinian or market selection pressures to processes in international politics, the logic does not hold given the relatively small timescales, the limited population of states, and what might be inherent limitations to how united a state can actually be.


Conclusion

The United States found itself in a unique position in the aftermath of World War II, and again after the collapse of the Soviet Union. What America should do with its power has naturally been of scholarly and public debate. This is the study of grand strategy, which revolves around how the United States does and should use its unprecedented global power in relation to the rest of the world. Definitions of grand strategy converge on the idea that there is a unity of purpose behind different levers of state power, whether economic, diplomatic, or military in nature. The most prominent theorists in this research tradition have been critics of the use of US power abroad since the end of the Cold War (Mearsheimer 2001; Posen 2014; Layne 2007). American grand strategy, said to be a mix of primacy and liberal internationalism, has overstretched us abroad and neglected more vital national security interests for the sake of less important goals. They are usually opposed by thinkers who are closer to the centers of American power, who tend to be more likely to favor confrontational policies across a wide variety of foreign policy issues (Hanania and Abrahms 2019).

Debates about American grand strategy thus involve various camps that nonetheless share similar underlying assumptions that undergird IR research more generally. The most important of these is the unitary actor model, in which a government behaves as if it is a rational actor with goals that it deploys its resources to achieve. The debate over the degree to which the rational actor model approximates reality matters not only for the grand strategy debate, but also for much of the field of IR, especially realism and theories and analysis derived from it. Scholars are of course aware of political, economic, and bureaucratic divisions that always exist within any state. In the words of Waltz (2001:175–176), “it does violence to one’s common sense to speak of the state, which is after all an abstraction and consequently inanimate, as acting…” Nonetheless, scholars of grand strategy have thought it useful to abstract away internal divisions within states for the purposes of analysis. Although abstraction is always necessary in science, particularly when trying to understand something as complex as state behavior, the key question here is whether this particular abstraction is useful in helping us understand IR as a general matter, and more specifically the foreign policy of the United States.

This chapter argues that, while providing theoretical convenience, arguments for the unitary actor model do not hold up to scrutiny. A realism based on a pessimistic understanding of human nature as set out by Morgenthau does not explain why the collective action problem inherent to large-scale cooperation is overcome at the level of states, nor the degree to which it is overcome. Similarly, realists stress the importance of nationalism, a force that can only appear strong when compared to the pull of universalist ideologies, but not individual or familial interests. A selection argument, in which states behave as unitary actors because those that do not get overtaken by those that do, ignores the possibility that human nature and technological factors might simultaneously constrain the extent to which any and all states can behave as coherent units. It also overlooks the fact that the rate at which a Darwinian process moves toward a certain end state depends on the number of organisms, or whatever the relevant unit is, and the strength of the selection pressures that operate on them.

None of the arguments presented here are meant to imply that it is never useful, or even necessary, to use the unitary actor model in order to explain state behavior. During wartime, and in strong states that are ruled by a single powerful individual or small group, it may be possible to speak of a grand strategy. Yet the literature on grand strategy seeks to explain and guide the behavior of the United States, a democracy that has not faced off directly with any other major power for three quarters of a century, and whose numerous conflicts do not threaten the existence of the state, are usually small scale, and receive relatively little attention from leaders and the wider public.

If the unitary actor model does not accurately describe the behavior of a country like the United States over the long term, then it may be a mistake to speak of an American grand strategy. Nonetheless, there must be some way to talk coherently about IR, and an imperfect metaphor that occasionally explains behavior in the international system is perhaps preferable to no metaphor at all, and a model of state behavior based on that idea can perhaps provide better insights than any other. While this chapter finds flaws in the logic of the unitary actor model, and thus the justification for believing that there is an American grand strategy, one cannot put aside such concepts without a useful alternative.

Chapter 2 presents the necessary alternative. To understand government behavior with regard to domestic policy, scholars have found it useful to import tools from economics. Public choice theory provides a language and framework through which to understand topics such as social welfare spending, housing, healthcare, education, and environmental regulation. It has explained policy choices that are suboptimal from the perspective of maximizing societal welfare, and why certain groups but not others see their preferences enacted and their interests protected by the state. While the public choice perspective has found its way into IR, particularly in research on Congress, a major theme of this book is that its lessons have been underappreciated, which has led the public choice perspective to be overshadowed by the language and assumptions of grand strategy. If, however, the unitary actor model can be replaced by a theoretical framework that leads to a greater understanding of US foreign policy, then we may be better off without its assumptions.

Notes


	For the argument that the Trump administration saw a fundamental shift from this strategy, see Posen (2018).

	Survey results reveal that academics are much less willing than think tank employees and those who have worked in government to support American use of force abroad across a wide variety of circumstances (Hanania and Abrahms 2019). As implied in the Introduction and Chapter 2, the public choice framework can help explain these differences.

	A more complete discussion of rationality is provided in Chapter 2.

	Part of the organizational theory critique of classical economic models is based on cognitive psychology and ideas such as bounded rationality. This is related to the critique of the unitary actor model in that it casts doubt on theories that abstract away the individual. Once individuals are considered as the unit of analysis, rather than abstract entities such as “the firm” or “the state,” it is a natural step to import concepts from psychology into the analysis.

	As Caplan and Weinersmith (2019) point out, even left-wing parties in developed democracies favor citizens over foreigners.

	Another variable that can be thought of as important in motivating human behavior is religion, which is often ignored due to the fact that most Western political scientists are not particularly religious themselves (Jervis 2010:ch. 2). Just as with nationalism, religion only looks strong when compared with other political and social ideas, but relatively weak when compared with self-interest and family bonds. It must be noted, however, that in many ways religion can be a much stronger force than nationalism in motivating action. Individuals will often tithe a substantial portion of their income to their church, while practically no one voluntarily gives money to their state or nationalistic organizations. This chapter focuses on nationalism rather than religion not because the former is necessarily a stronger force, but mostly because it has received more attention and thought from IR scholars. Nationalism is also more relevant for understanding relations between states, given that religious communities cross national boundaries. This provides a further reason to be skeptical of a unitary actor model based on nationalism, as the nation is not necessarily even the strongest loyalty that exists outside of family for many people.





2The public choice model of foreign policy
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Standing near the Statute of Liberty on an October afternoon, President Johnson gave an address to mark his signing of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. The bill did away with discriminatory quotas that favored European immigrants above all others (Gjelten 2015:125–133). Calling the old system “un-American in the highest sense,” President Johnson celebrated the fact that, instead of being based on country quotas designed to preserve a white majority, from now on the US immigration system would favor those related to American citizens and with employment skills. Yet many members of Congress did not like the idea of the demographics of the country being changed through immigration law, and they had to be won over. One of these was Representative Michael Feighan of Ohio, who successfully lobbied so that family unification would be given priority in the new immigration bill. Since most Americans were of European descent, Representative Feighan and those with similar concerns believed that family reunification would work as a de facto ethnic quota system and mitigate the parts of the bill intended to diversify the country.

In actuality, however, relatively few white Americans had direct relatives abroad who wanted to emigrate. Through what came to be known as “chain migration,” a process in which those who settled in the United States brought along their relatives, who then in turn brought in even more family members, etc., family reunification became the main mechanism through which American demographics have been continuously transformed for over half a century now. In addition to accelerating the demographic decline of the white majority, the emphasis on family reunification also tipped the scales toward less educated migrants. In sum, a clause intended to make the country more white had the opposite effect, and turned a bill that was meant to ensure a more meritocratic system into one that brought into the country large numbers of lower-skilled immigrants.

Few, if any, of the leaders who drafted, passed, and signed the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 intended the current system. Those comfortable with or supportive of increased diversity were hoping for a system that welcomed mostly high-skilled immigrants, and the congressman who was most instrumental in tilting policy toward family reunification wanted to preserve white demographic dominance in the United States. Yet over half a century later, the bill remains the law of the land, and largely controls who can settle in the country. Given the unintended consequences of the Immigration and Nationality Act, why hasn’t the system been changed? First of all, the nature of the US Constitution, in which a bill must pass two houses of Congress and be signed by the President, creates a high burden for anyone seeking to overturn the status quo. Moreover, the new immigrants welcomed by the post-1965 wave became voters who tended to support more migration, and some of them created lobbying groups to prevent any new laws that would limit arrivals. Businesses, likewise, have grown accustomed to lower wage labor, both skilled and unskilled, and also lobby against any changes to the system that would hurt their current interests (Togman 2002:68–73).

Whatever one thinks of current immigration law, scholars who study its history do not hold the view that the current system is based on a coherent strategy on the part of the federal government. Such an interpretation would fly in the face of historical facts. Yet are we on any more solid ground when we imply that the same federal government that does not in any meaningful sense plan its immigration laws has designed a grand strategy for its interactions with the rest of the world? Or, is it more reasonable to believe that most government action in both of these domains results from a bias toward the status quo and interest group lobbying?

The last chapter argued against the unitary actor model in thinking about American behavior abroad. This one presents the alternative, or the public choice model for understanding American foreign policy. It begins by assuming that individuals are rational actors in seeking their goals, whatever they are. While this framework has superficial similarities with the unitary actor model as applied to states, I argue that the two models of the world are largely inconsistent with one another. The main argument of this chapter can be summarized as “if individuals are rational, states cannot be,” or more precisely, “to the extent to which individuals are rational, states are not.” Individuals and groups seeking to serve their own interests will try to manipulate American foreign policy so that it advantages them, and they will be the main forces shaping public opinion and the incentive structures of politicians. In a world of rational actors, voters should not have the time or patience to stay informed about issues; leaders will tend to only think about the next election; and bureaucrats and businesses that can disproportionately benefit from American policy will outwork everyone else to ensure their favored outcomes. Articulated most famously by Olson (1971), perhaps the most fundamental insight of public choice theory is that small groups with a concentrated interest in a policy outcome are more likely to get their way than larger groups with more diffuse interests, and this is true even if a larger group has more of an interest in the policy outcome in the aggregate.

Those who research American politics are long accustomed to studying the influence of interest groups (Ainsworth 2002; McFarland 1987; Gais, Peterson, and Walker 1984). Usually focused on Congress and administrative agencies, this literature has expanded to include how concentrated interests affect the legislative branch and its control over aspects of foreign policy, including foreign aid (Milner and Tingley 2010; Bermeo and Leblang 2015; Lahiri and Raimondos-Møller 2000) and military spending (Hartung 2011). Yet the executive branch in the person of the president is said to be different (Milner and Tingley 2015). The president has the entire country as his constituency, and, unlike most members of Congress, actually commands the attention of the public, which can therefore hold him accountable for his policies (Posner and Vermeule 2011). Thus, in the American context at least, one may save the unitary actor model, and thus the concept of grand strategy, by focusing on the apex of the executive branch.

This chapter argues against this perspective. While it is true that sometimes presidents can make decisions that are free from lobbying, most notably whether to go to war, the top of the executive branch is in practice unlikely to fundamentally change American foreign policy in a way that contradicts the wishes of concentrated interests. When trying to understand how a president is likely to behave, two broad factors are relevant: the selection pressures that operate in choosing the person for that office and the incentives that he faces once there. Regarding the first of these, presidents are chosen based on their ability to succeed politically, that is, not only to convince others of their sincerity and likability, but also to be in tune with and responsive to voters and powerful actors within the system. Notably, there is nothing in our system that selects for individuals that come up with and implement successful long-term plans while in government. This means that presidents are individuals who are extremely susceptible to political pressures.

Having established what kind of people are likely to become president, this chapter goes on to investigate the incentive structure that such individuals face. The idea that only Congress is subject to lobbying pressures from concentrated interests ignores the various ways in which the same groups can influence the executive branch. If the president is, relative to Congress, more responsive to public opinion, the question then becomes what the determinants of public opinion are. Unlike many domestic programs such as taxation and social security, the average American has little knowledge and practically zero personal experience to bring toward understanding foreign affairs, making public opinion in this area extremely malleable by those with a disproportionate stake in the outcome of a policy debate. Moreover, the lack of widely agreed upon methods to test international relations (IR) theories makes it difficult to establish true expertise and parse various arguments, thus creating an environment in which concentrated interests can dominate the conversation. To say that a president is subject to being influenced by public opinion with regard to foreign policy is not too different from saying that he is subject to the wishes of special interests. Moreover, those in the executive branch opposed to the president have methods to resist his agenda, including slow-walking requests for plans and selectively leaking information to the press. In recent decades, it has become the norm for high-ranking civilian and military officials to cash in on their government service, a practice that creates a financial incentive for them to develop views consistent with those of firms that might pay them after they retire. Thus, in addition to influencing the executive branch through shaping public opinion and creating political incentives for officials to behave in ways they want, concentrated interests can also offer financial incentives for the rest of the executive branch and in effect surround the president with those who agree with them.

This chapter argues that to influence foreign policy, a group must not only be able to overcome the collective action problem inherent to political action, but have a stake in the outcome that is clear and predictable. Groups that can clear one of these hurdles but not the other are unlikely to win a struggle for influence against groups that clear both. I identify three special interests that are therefore likely to have a major influence on American foreign policy: the national security state, government contractors including weapons manufacturers, and foreign governments. I then go on to explain some of the mechanisms these groups use to influence policy. Business interests that are not government contractors are most likely to impact policy only when those other three groups do not have a stake in the outcome of a policy debate, which is true with regard to most economic issues. Finally, this chapter presents four predictions about executive behavior based on the ideas presented in the chapter. Presidents will tend to oppose major cuts in military spending; be hesitant to disengage from the defense of allies or other commitments abroad; make decisions about whether to go to war, and whether to end conflicts, based on short-term political interests rather than strategic planning; and not take action to check rising powers through economic policy. In more abstract terms, there should be a bias toward interventionism, preserving the status quo, and political calculations driving policy. Decisions are made to be consistent with, or at least not opposed to, policies favored by the concentrated interests inside and outside government that shape public opinion and bureaucratic incentive structures.


Public choice theory

Public choice theory has been famously defined as “the use of economic tools to deal with traditional problems of political science” (Mueller 2004:32; Tullock 1971). It seeks to explain nearly all aspects of government behavior, although its lessons have been underappreciated in the international relations literature. As in other economic subfields, public choice begins with the assumption that individuals are rational actors, meaning that they have logically consistent preferences, and are instrumental in achieving their goals (Dunleavy 2014:3). Preferences are logical in the sense that they are transitive: individuals who prefer A to B and B to C must by necessity prefer A to C (Mueller 1976). Importantly, public choice says nothing about what the preferences or goals of individuals are; they may be material, emotional, or ideological. While work in this area is often associated with the analysis of individuals and groups in their pursuit of economic gain, the field has found it just as easy to investigate the behavior of ideologically based interest groups or the effects of politicians’ beliefs about the proper role of government on how they spend public money (Bennett and DiLorenzo 1984). Thus, while making use of only a small number of assumptions, the public choice framework has built a rich theoretical and empirical tradition that explains a great deal about political behavior and outcomes.

Among the deepest and most fundamental insights of this tradition is found in Olson’s (1971) work on collective action problems in politics. If people behave rationally, we might naïvely expect the individuals who compose any group with common interests to work together in order to achieve their political ends. Popular, journalistic, and even some academic accounts often talk about the interests of broad groups such as genders, races, or even the entire citizenry. This kind of assumption is at the heart of Marxism, a theory in which economic classes act to further their own interests, and some theories of ethnic conflict (van der Pijl 2005; Sidanius 1993). However, just because cooperation is rational “as a group” does not mean that any particular individual within a collective will be incentivized to act, and if the relevant parties are not, this creates a collective action problem. In other words, we only see cooperation between individuals toward political goals under certain conditions. If an issue divides a small group in which individuals have a large stake in the outcome against a larger group in which individuals have less of an interest in the outcome, the members of the former group are more likely to act on behalf of their preference. This can be true even if the larger group has more of an interest in the issue in the aggregate, thus creating a government failure in the sense that democracy fails to achieve the common good from a utilitarian perspective or reflect the popular will (Krueger 1990; Keech and Munger 2015; Le Grand 1991). While many political theorists have traditionally thought that the main risk in a democracy is that the majority tyrannizes the minority, the public choice perspective turns this concern on its head and shows how small groups can distort public policy for their own purposes. Olson’s idea helps explain how in the United States there exist policies that are implemented despite being roundly condemned by economists and not necessarily consistent with the ideology of either of the two major political parties. Among these are farm subsidies and what is often derisively referred to as “crony capitalism,” or legislation specially designed to benefit wealthy individuals and corporations such as some kinds of tax loopholes (Stratmann 1995; Barro 1973; Kang 2003; Shaviro 1990).

What does the public choice perspective say about the voter in a democracy? Some scholars of American foreign policy have sought the microfoundations of realist behavior in public opinion, arguing that the government may be realist because the public is so (Drezner 2008), while others have argued that the masses are driven more by ideological or moral considerations (Hanania and Trager 2017; Kertzer and McGraw 2012). Debates also exist regarding how easily malleable public opinion is (Iyengar and Simon 1993; Zaller 1992), and the extent to which Americans vote on foreign policy (Gelpi, Reifler, and Feaver 2007). Public choice theory predicts, and empirical evidence confirms (Almond 1956), that public opinion will largely be uninformed and voters will have short attention spans, meaning that even if they have clear views on foreign policy, they will lack the motivation to understand which officials share their views and hold them accountable for their campaign promises. Since the odds of one vote actually changing the outcome of a national election is precisely zero, rational voters have no incentive to act as if their vote matters (Caplan 2011). Thus, many citizens will not vote, and those who do so will seek out “expressive utility,” rather than behave as if they have any influence on policy. While some voters might take pride in being informed and voting based on carefully considered opinions, there is no indication that many American citizens do this rather than vote as a means to express solidarity with or affinity toward groups and symbols they identify with (Kaufmann 2018). One recent study showed that Canadians were much more likely to feel a duty to vote than a duty to be informed, a finding that would likely also apply in the American context and helps explain why, among the public, voting is more common than well-considered opinions (Blais, Galais, and Mayer 2019). Public opinion is therefore unlikely to serve as a microfoundation for the unitary actor model, to the extent to which that model requires strategic and medium- to long-term thinking, as voters will not reward such behavior. In a sense, the broad public, or the taxpayers and citizens who can expect to benefit if their country is prosperous and secure due to wise statecraft, belong to the quintessential large interest group with diffuse interests.


What makes foreign policy unique

Public choice theory was developed by those motivated to understand domestic politics. It may therefore be natural to wonder the extent to which it is appropriate to import this framework into the study of American foreign policy. Certainly, there are differences between the two spheres, and just because public choice provides tools to understand one does not necessarily mean that it can provide insights into the other. In fact, this section argues that there are four reasons why public choice theory is even more useful in thinking about foreign policy than it is in most other policy areas.

First of all, foreign policy involves clear instances where there are concentrated interests on one side and diffuse interests on the other. This is not always the case. Sometimes policy battles pit concentrated interests against one another, as when labor unions and businesses both seek to influence policy. Other times, two groups with diffuse interests face off, as when citizens are taxed in order to pay for benefits going to a large section of the population, such as college students, the elderly, or the poor. In contrast, national defense has been seen as “the quintessential public good,” or a “classic representative of the public-goods category” (Hummel 1990:88–89), defined as something that is non-excludable, meaning that it cannot be provided to one person without providing it to others, or subject to non-rival consumption, meaning that one person benefitting from the good does not prevent others from doing the same.

Either definition applies to national defense. A nuclear deterrent or troops on a border defends all citizens, and one individual’s safety does not make any of that person’s neighbors less safe. Public goods tend to be underprovided, as since there is no interest group that disproportionately benefits from its provision, there are few incentives at the individual level to seek to achieve enough of them (Zodrow and Mieszkowski 1986). This may seem contradictory to the American experience, in a country that spends more money on its defense than most of the rest of the world combined. Yet this assumes that a large enough portion of American military spending is actually going to national defense, strictly defined. The public choice framework calls such an assumption into question. We cannot assume that the security of a nation is directly proportional to its level of military spending. While the taxpayers who pay for what is called “national security” compose a diffuse interest group, those who profit from it form concentrated interests.

The second reason that public choice theory is particularly useful for understanding American policy abroad is the ignorance of the public regarding foreign affairs, and even the ignorance of politicians. While public opinion is usually not self-interested, meaning that people’s objective material interests do not tend to predict their political views very well, an exception is when the policy issue is specific and simple enough that people can understand the costs and benefits and they are primed to think about them (Chong 2013; Rho and Tomz 2017). Under most other circumstances, moral values or tribalist thinking are foremost in people’s minds, a view consistent with the idea that people vote for the sake of achieving a kind of emotional satisfaction (Caplan 2011:137–141; Hanania 2018a:18–22). In the realm of foreign policy, most Americans have very little direct first-hand experience with rogue regimes or nuclear-armed rival powers. They must trust the media, politicians, and other elites to present the potential foreign policy options that the nation has and the relative costs and benefits of each path. Politicians, to the extent that they seek to win over voters, will similarly focus more of their efforts on learning about domestic rather than international affairs.

Survey data confirm that the American public tends to be ignorant about foreign policy (Levin and Trager 2019). This well-known fact has led to comical uses of polling, such as one 2015 survey that found that over one-third of Republicans wanted to bomb Aladdin’s homeland of Aghrab, while 44% of Democrats wanted to let in refugees from the same fictional country (Hagen 2015). In a policy area in which the public is uniquely ignorant, exactly who is controlling the flow of information should be expected to have a large influence. Certain evidence suggests that policymakers are not too much more informed than the public that they represent. Early in the war on terror, Jeff Stein (2006) reported in The New York Times that for months he had been wrapping up interviews with counterterrorism officials by asking whether they knew the difference between Sunnis and Shiites. The majority did not, including the chief of the FBI’s national security branch and a seven-term congressman then serving as the vice chairman of a House intelligence subcommittee. Stein did not simply find that American leaders could not explain theological differences between the two branches of Islam, but that some of those he interviewed did not know in which category to place Iran or al-Qaida. President Bush himself may not have known about the two sects in the months leading up to the Iraq War (Hanania 2018c).

Leaders, like the public, can thus be easily led by those perceived to have foreign policy expertise. Like the case of Chalabi and the neoconservatives, Hillary Clinton (2014:296–302) writes that, while mindful of the Iraq experience, she decided to support the overthrow of Mummar al-Qadhaffi based on her meetings with a representative of the rebels, who convinced her that the new Libyan state would be a democracy that protected human rights. In addition to being ignorant of foreign countries and their internal conflicts, American leaders are no more likely to be well-informed through objective sources of information about questions such as the merits of various weapons systems or military strategies or the potential for foreign aid to solve national security problems. In theory, intelligence agencies may be able to provide objective information to the executive branch; in reality, intelligence about foreign countries often does not go further beyond what appears in newspapers and other open-source materials, and analysts may follow the lead of politicians on how to frame questions and what kinds of evidence to look for (Betts 2009; Avey and Desch 2014). They may also discount intelligence sources if they contradict what leaders think they know through personal contacts and publicly available material, as appears to have been the case in the run-up to the Iraq War (Jervis 2010). This explains why although presidents may seek reelection and to cement their legacies through foreign policy accomplishments, and one may reasonably suspect that this causes them to desire to act on behalf of the nation as a whole (Posner and Vermeule 2011), their decisions must be understood in the context of the intellectual currents in which they swim. The same favored interests exert influence on both the general public and decision-makers throughout the system, including at the top.

Third, in the realm of international affairs it is seen as legitimate for governments to declare certain information classified. This gives concentrated actors within the government a great deal of ability to manipulate public opinion. Unlike entitlement spending or education policy, in foreign affairs there is no presumption that the public has a right to know all the factors on which the government bases its decisions. Even among information that is classified, it is normal practice for top officials to leak such information and for it to appear on the front pages of the largest national newspapers. Depending on their favored policy, government officials can be extremely selective in what they reveal, for example, providing reporters with either the conclusion of an analysis or some of the raw data on which it is based.

Finally, the nature of foreign policy makes it difficult to know who possesses genuine expertise that can predict the outcomes of various courses of action, thus allowing the conversation to be captured by special interests. A comparison to the public debate over smoking is instructive here. At one point, tobacco companies supported research that purported to show that smoking was not that unhealthy. Eventually, however, the special interests lost out because the science was so clear, as the relationship between smoking and the increased risk of lung cancer and other diseases was too strong to deny.

Can we expect something to happen in foreign policy, where events serve to similarly discredit elites who achieve prominence because of their support from special interests but go on to advocate or implement policies that fail? It is highly unlikely. There is no experiment or study that can conclusively speak to many of the large questions in the field of IR. How can we know for certain whether the US presence in East Asia deters the Kim regime or needlessly provokes it? Or whether a world without American hegemony would spin into chaos, or see various regional actors come together and largely work out their differences peacefully? One can uncover statistical relationships through large-N studies, and this can at best provide some guidance if we trust the methodology. Nonetheless, one can always argue that a relevant causal relationship is unlikely to apply in any given case, or even that with changes in technology, culture, and international norms over time, it cannot be established with certainty that a causal relationship established between one variable and another in one era provides any guidance for the contemporary period. In contrast to most questions relevant to foreign policy, many economic or social interventions are in theory subject to experimentation and controlled statistical analysis that can potentially be generalizable (e.g., Garces, Thomas, and Currie 2002; Forget 2011). While similarly strong methods are possible to answer some of the narrower questions in IR, there is no methodology that can unquestionably provide similarly clear answers regarding most of the great debates in the field.

Consider that at the end of 1945, an observer would have had a great deal of data suggesting that in the coming decades there would be great power wars, and also that when wars were fought the combatants would use the most effective technologies possible against their opponents. Such predictions would have been consistent with the way nations have behaved across recorded history. Yet since that time, there have been no great power wars, and no use of nuclear weapons either (Hanania 2017; Pinker 2012). Why is this the case? No one can say for sure. Although some IR theorists credit nuclear weapons with keeping international peace, this is difficult to square with the fact that there have been multiple cases of nonnuclear powers attacking nuclear states without any apparent fear of retaliation (Paul 1995). Given that the list of technological, political, and cultural changes in the world since 1945 is practically endless, pinning down what exactly has determined our unprecedented run of great power peace may be impossible. Any so-called “law” or even statistical relationship in IR that is established in one era may not translate to another.

Tetlock’s (2017) groundbreaking work on forecasting provides conclusive evidence that this line of analysis is correct. In his work, geopolitical experts were found to be no better as a class at predicting world events than informed laypeople. While some individuals did emerge as “superforecasters,” they were not necessarily the people whose job it was to specifically understand a policy area (Tetlock and Gardner 2016). If forecasting tournaments or betting markets could be implemented to choose our foreign policy elites, then it is possible that we would have reasonable methods by which to pick experts. Yet opinion-makers seem at some level to be aware of their own limitations, given that Tetlock’s forecasters insisted on anonymity. Because true expertise is so difficult to establish, and there is no reason to suspect that our society selects for it in choosing our most prominent foreign policy elites, this opens the door for special interests to dominate the conversation. Unlike those who have fought the tobacco companies that have denied the harms of smoking or oil companies that have denied global warming, the opponents of interventionists may never be able to muster evidence clear enough to overcome the advantages of parties whose views are most prominent as a result of them being in accord with those of concentrated interests.

Thus, while public choice theory has mostly been applied to domestic policy, the case for using its tools in order to understand American foreign policy is even stronger. We can find clear examples of concentrated interests that should have an incentive to influence policy. Moreover, given how remote international affairs are from the experiences of most Americans, it is small wonder that regular citizens and even many government officials remain ignorant toward foreign policy issues, and the existence of classified information further hinders public understanding. Finally, the nature of geopolitics and the difficulties inherent in establishing causal relationships and making forecasts regarding major issues further cement the power of concentrated interests to shape public discourse.


The presidency

As argued by Aaron Wildavsky (1966), the scholar who popularized the theory of the “two presidencies,” the executive’s role in foreign policy is unique. Since the end of World War II, that institution is said to be constrained at home but extremely powerful abroad. While presidents sometimes have preferences about policy areas such as housing and education, they often run into fierce resistance from Congress. With some notable exceptions – namely Roosevelt’s New Deal and Johnson’s Great Society – presidents usually do not pass much in the way of transformative domestic legislation. Even in 1966, however, Wildavsky could list an impressive number of foreign policy accomplishments since 1945: “entry into the United Nations, the Marshall Plan, NATO, the Truman Doctrine, the decisions to stay out of Indochina in 1954 and to intervene in Vietnam in the 1960s, aid to Poland and Yugoslavia, the test-ban treaty, and many more.” The president would usually get his way in foreign policy due to factors such as the united nature of the executive, access to superior information, and the ability to create faits accomplis in foreign affairs.

Chapter 1 showed the shortcomings of theories arguing that states, as a general matter, can be expected to behave as unitary actors. Those who study the American system, however, have thus answered by pointing to the two presidencies theory. Milner and Tingley (2015) present a framework of American foreign policy that divides issues by ideological salience and the degree to which they impose concentrated costs or benefits on specific parts of the population. This theory allows us to predict when Congress will take charge, and when the president will be free to act in accordance with his ideological beliefs and conception of the public good. According to Milner and Tingley (2015:75):


Where policy instruments are associated with such strong distributive politics, they will incentivize the affected groups who may support or oppose the policy to organize and collect information and lobby the government…Where the effects of policy are more public goods-like in nature, these groups will be less likely to organize and lobby. In areas with high interest group lobbying, presidents will tend to be more constrained and less able to implement policies they prefer. A second characteristic involves the influence of ideology. For many instruments there will be strong ideological divisions among the political actors…The larger these divisions, the more difficult it will be to substitute one policy for another because such divisions will make it very costly to adopt and change policies…


The authors identify trade, foreign aid, and immigration as policy areas in which there are concentrated interests. Alternatively, geopolitical aid, the deployment of force abroad, and sanctions have the characteristics of public goods (Milner and Tingey 2015: 42–51). Because it is not easy for presidents to substitute between various policies, it may be that they rely too much on the policy areas they have control over, which thus leads to a “militarization” of American foreign policy (Milner and Tingley 2015:23–26).

Posner and Vermeule (2011:19–29) present a slightly different argument as to why the president can be thought of as a unitary actor. The Madisonian vision of the Constitution, according to them, has failed because the executive branch as a united force was able to outmaneuver and expand its power at the expense of a Congress divided by party. This, according to the authors, is a virtue as a more powerful executive means a federal government that is more responsive to public opinion and can ultimately better solve problems (Posner and Vermeule 2011:113–123).1 Elections and politics more generally, rather than laws, are what work to constrain executive power.

Can we thus say that America has a grand strategy because it has an executive that has a high level of control over foreign affairs? Only if we define grand strategy in a way that is much narrower than how the term has been used in the literature, which always includes the idea that economic and military sources of power are integrated toward the same goals. Note that Milner and Tingley’s (2015) research already takes a large number of tools out of the hands of the executive, thus leaving him with expansive powers mostly in military affairs alone. Thus, the president, who, in the two presidencies theory has had his power limited to foreign affairs only, is shrunk yet again to the point of being able to use only the crudest foreign policy tools with limited interference from Congress.

Even here, however, the chief executive faces restrictions on what he is likely to do. When considering how a person in a certain position is likely to behave, as a general matter, two factors need to be taken into account: the selection pressures that put that individual in the relevant decision-making role in the first place and then the incentives that individual faces. Proponents of the unitary executive theory have considered the latter, but not the former. Nonetheless, selection is important. Human beings vary in how they respond to identical events, and one must be a highly unusual person to end up as president. As a general matter, politicians are selected based on their ability to convince others of their sincerity, likability, and competence, not necessarily their ability to solve problems, and especially not to solve problems that will arise after they have left office.

All else being equal, of course, a good way to convince others of such traits is to actually possess them. Yet there is little reason to expect a strong correlation between perceived competence and actual competence; in the context of job interviews, the relationship is weak (Dana, Dawes, and Peterson 2013). Thus, while presidents may be much smarter and more capable than the average person, they are likely to only be true outliers in terms of their ability to convince others that they have such desirable qualities, and their responsiveness to political pressure. Given Trivers’ (2000) theory of self-deception, a president should be expected to be the type of person who adopts the views of other influential actors as his own, convincing himself that such views he adopted are correct in order to better convince others. While the idea that politicians are political is far from a groundbreaking theoretical insight, it is too easily overlooked in the literature on the unitary executive.

As for incentives, the unitary executive model’s focus on public opinion might imply that the president is incentivized to create and implement a successful grand strategy. American leaders are indeed judged by the public based on the perceived success or failure of their foreign policy acts (Wildavsky 1966; Schlesinger 1997; Lian and Oneal 1993). Having established that presidential decision-making is likely to be self-interested, as the unitary executive model and the public choice model agree, only the latter adds the assumption that presidents are likely to operate with short time horizons.

The main reason for this is that the public choice perspective takes into account the rational ignorance of voters. If the public judged leaders based on whether their long-term plans come to fruition, they would have an incentive to behave as if they had a grand strategy. Theoretically, however, we should not expect voters to do anything too difficult, since the odds of one vote changing an outcome is zero, and being informed enough to make an accurate judgment about the effectiveness of a policy over a long period of time certainly falls into this category. Voters have been known to even punish or reward presidents based on things that the executive has little to no control over, such as the price of gasoline (Mufson 2012). While presidents have more control over long-term trends in the economy that follow their actions than short-term trends, it is short-term results around election time that determine how a leader is judged by the voters (Blinder and Watson 2016). A large literature shows that legislators likewise act differently depending on how soon they have to face the voters, becoming, for example, more opposed to free trade and delivering more pork to their constituents the closer to an election they get (Shepsle et al. 2009; Conconi, Facchini, and Zanardi 2014). A recent analysis of the research in this area, looking at parliaments across the globe, summarizes the research as saying that in a democracy, “since voters have short memories, the political system focuses on pleasing them in the near term” (Jones 2020:ch. 2). For a president, an election with his party on the ballot is never more than two years away, and he should constantly be seeking to help his own party, even when not facing the voters himself.

Might presidents at least forecast two or four years ahead, trying to achieve policies that will look good to voters in early November of even-numbered years? Perhaps, but even here the belief in grand strategy must make a serious concession to the public choice model. A “grand strategy” that predicts attempts to achieve outcomes based on a biennial election calendar is not much of a grand strategy at all; goals such as checking potential rivals, maintaining global hegemony, wiping out terrorism, and spreading democracy require much longer time horizons. If the political system of the United States makes such long-term planning unlikely, while also selecting individuals based on their ability to achieve short-term political success, then we should not expect to see the consistent use of American power in order to achieve such goals.

Even these “goals” have to be understood in the context of politics. Take the Afghanistan War. As discussed more fully in Chapter 6, the United States was aimless in its pursuit of geopolitical goals in that country. Yet the policies we have seen make more sense if one accepts that there are only weak theoretical arguments supporting the idea that American leaders are even attempting to accomplish long-term geopolitical ends. Over the course of most of the war presidents had two main goals in Afghanistan, both of which were political in nature: keeping American casualties low and avoiding the political fallout from either losing Kabul or facing a public relations campaign led by those in favor of continuing the conflict. By far the period with the greatest number of American casualties was in the first term of the Obama administration, yet even here the deaths and injuries were the result of a troop surge that the president was pressured into by his Pentagon and military leadership and their allies in the media.

In summary, the unitary executive model fails to save the theory of grand strategy. This is because of both the way that presidents are selected and the incentives they face when in office. Their time horizons are short, and their goals should be understood in terms of domestic politics rather than geopolitics. The key determinant of American behavior is public opinion, which is not the aggregate views of the entire population, but a convenient shorthand for the pressures that the president faces across the wide spectrum of the public, with certain individuals and groups having more power to drive, direct, and frame the conversation than others.


Which groups?

Several important works have investigated the connection between political economy and American foreign policy (Narizny 2007; Hiscox 2002; Fordham 1998; Trubowitz 1998). These works have sought to establish the relationship between the beliefs and positions of elites in the executive and legislative branches, on the one hand, and the larger political-economic forces of the regions they come from and represent, on the other. While historically valuable, a new perspective is needed in order to understand contemporary US policy, as such works tend to explain variation across different factions within American society. However, in the last several decades, with regard to foreign policy preferences American political elites are more distinguishable by what they share than what divides them (Porter 2018; Walt 2018).

No other country comes close in the degree to which its leaders perceive its interests to be global in nature; it is almost too absurd to consider the idea of China or Russia undertaking a humanitarian intervention on the other side of the planet without any conceivable national benefit. American foreign policy is notable not only for the scope of its interest, but its ambition, having sought nothing less than the transformation of entire societies in countries such as Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria. While the Soviet Union may have sought similarly expansive goals in the past, no modern power comes close in the extent to which it seeks to remake the rest of the world. A politician who advocated, for example, that the United States only concern itself with security issues in Latin America would be seen as a radical; even outliers in their foreign policy views such as Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders have not gone that far in their platforms. This means that while scholars may well benefit from understanding what makes American politicians differ from one another with regard to their foreign policy views, we should expect to find concentrated interests that exert their influence across the entire leadership class and advocate for more interventionist policies. Since the executive branch, particularly its head, is autonomous, these groups should operate through influencing public and elite opinion.

What features should we expect such groups to have? Inherent to Olson’s theory of groups, they should be able to overcome the collective action problem. This of course rules out the voters; except for highly salient issues that might pop up during election time, such as American casualties abroad, they should remain largely passive. Moreover, to the extent that voters do exert control, their views themselves should be shaped by concentrated interests, as discussed above. The second feature such groups should have if they are going to influence American foreign policy is that their stake in the outcome of a policy debate should not be theoretical or rest on uncertain premises. Rational individuals and groups that overcome the collective action problem should not waste much time or effort on policy outcomes that may or may not benefit them. So while, for example, big banks might be better off with a large American presence abroad and a globalized economy, they should not be expected to lobby aggressively on the subject of how the United States uses force abroad, given that it is uncertain exactly which policies will serve their long-term interests, and the opportunity cost of trying to influence American grand strategy is not lobbying for things that are more directly relevant to their bottom line, such as government bailouts and the interest rate set by the Federal Reserve. Especially since concentrated interests must compete for influence when their interests diverge, those with the most direct stake in an outcome should have the largest impact.

Given these facts, there are three groups that should have a particularly large influence on American foreign policy with regard to the use of force abroad and other more militarized aspects of foreign policy that usually fall under the rubric of “grand strategy.” First of all, certain government contractors, particularly weapons manufacturers, make direct profits off of American foreign policy. The government does not build weapons in its own factories, but buys them from private companies. In fiscal year 2018, the top five government contractors in terms of dollars obligated were all weapons manufacturers, with Lockheed Martin being in first place at $40.6 billion (Federal Procurement Data System 2020). The Department of Defense that year spent $358.3 billion on contracting, more than ten times higher than the Department of Energy, which was in second place among all agencies (GAO Blog 2019). Thus, there is no industry that has so much to directly gain or lose based on government decisions. While collective action problems may hinder a large number of small companies from effectively influencing policy, corporations such as Lockheed Martin and Boeing clearly have the means and ability to do so.

The second group that has a direct interest in the outcome of debates over American foreign policy is the national security establishment, particularly in the Pentagon. While its military and civilian leadership may have various ideas about what kinds of wars are worth fighting, we should expect practically no one among the national security establishment to be in favor of smaller budgets. Thus, while we cannot predict a priori exactly the kind of foreign policy this interest will favor, we can predict that it will believe in an expansive role for the US military abroad. This may lead to a bias toward threat inflation (Kaufmann 2004; Cavanaugh 2007) and against diplomacy (Farrow 2018; Milner and Tingley 2015). It is a universal feature of the American government that substantial federal agencies do not shrink; even Ronald Reagan, the president most opposed to an expansive federal government since at least Calvin Coolidge, saw spending when he left office be about where it was when he started (Samples 2012). Once a large military establishment was created after World War II, it became highly unlikely that the Pentagon would ever get much smaller, if we are to learn from the example of nearly every other government agency across the same time period.

Finally, foreign governments can also be direct beneficiaries of American policy. The United States both defends countries and provides material and economic aid to them. Given the American role in the world, the stakes in foreign policy questions are often existential in nature for allies and adversaries alike, with decisions in Washington often determining whether a state survives or falls. Even when the United States is not defending countries or directly overthrowing them, states seek permission to buy American weapons to guard against external threats and aid and diplomatic support in order to head off domestic rivals. Thus, foreign states clearly have a strong interest in the outcome of American policy debates.

This raises a natural question. If it is less than useful to speak of the American government as a unified actor, why should we take a different position on foreign countries that might seek to influence American policy? In the same way that American policy is captured by narrower interest groups, we might expect the same to happen in foreign countries. In a sense this criticism is correct; no state should be thought of as a unitary actor under all circumstances. The relevant question, however, is the extent to which its leadership has the capacity to act as a unitary actor in a given situation, and whether it has the incentive to do so.

Most executives control a foreign policy budget, giving them an ability to direct that money toward lobbying other states. When it comes to incentives, the key point is that decisions made in Washington are, as stated already, often a matter of survival for foreign states. To American leaders, the existential issue for them, that is, what should focus most of their attention, is how they do in elections; for other countries, it is often the decisions of American leaders and the resulting consequences for themselves. In dictatorships in particular, leaders may individually suffer if they are overthrown domestically or their country is annexed or destroyed, and in order to avoid such an outcome they may come to behave in ways consistent with the unitary actor model in certain policy areas (Escribà-Folch 2013). American leaders will have their fates decided by electoral outcomes, as the United States will not fall and its leaders will not be executed by the opposition, while those of certain foreign countries will have their fates decided more directly by geopolitical outcomes. In the former circumstances, we should expect more strategic behavior aimed at satisfying or shaping public opinion, in the latter more strategic behavior aimed at accomplishing policy goals.

Previous work on interest groups influencing American foreign policy has focused on business interests more generally, arguing that they have benefitted from more international trade and open markets and therefore advocated for a more active role for the United States abroad (van Apeldoorn and de Graaff 2015; Narizny 2007; LaFeber 1998). The theory presented here does not expect such interests to be as influential as weapons manufacturers, the national security establishment, or foreign governments in shaping foreign policy for three reasons. First, since any particular business will only capture a small portion of the benefit of more globalized trade, businesses may face a collective action problem, even if this barrier is not as severe for a particular industry as it is for a more diffused group like voters or consumers. Second, while certain concentrated interests benefit from more open trade, others benefit from protectionism. This has the potential to create policy stalemate or division among American elites; at the same time, the three groups I identify as particularly important do not likewise face natural enemies in the political realm. Groups that simply receive money or protection from the government, such as weapons manufacturers, do not face off against other concentrated interests; only the taxpayer, a member of among the most diffuse interest groups imaginable, may naturally object. In contrast, businesses that benefit from free trade might face lobbying competition from groups such as labor unions and businesses that will suffer from an influx of foreign goods and services.

Finally, as mentioned before, the connection between most aspects of American foreign policy and the ultimate impact on global trade is often highly uncertain. The United States may by interfering in a foreign country help build a stable capitalist system that is good for multinational corporations. Conversely, American intervention can cause a greater degree of instability in a state and make it impossible to do business there. When business interests are unsure what the impact of a policy will be for their bottom line, they should be more likely to focus their lobbying efforts elsewhere. Regarding the American military posture abroad, they should never be expected to have more of an impact than groups that are seeking influence so that the government will pay them directly, provide them with bureaucratic power or influence, or defend them against threats.

This does not mean that business interests will never have an influence. When the issues involved directly affect them but not the three important groups discussed earlier, they will have more of an impact. Thus, the public choice theory predicts a division of labor in American foreign policy. Government contractors, the national security establishment, and foreign governments seek a highly militarized foreign policy. When it comes to issues such as trade policy and whether other countries should be pressured to open up their markets, business interests should predominate. The result we see reveals an inherent contradiction in American foreign policy from the perspective of grand strategy, that is, a state that seeks to dominate the world militarily but also build up rival powers through trading with them and encouraging reforms that will increase national wealth.


The mechanisms of influence: buying the marketplace of ideas

The unitary actor model that emphasizes the role of the presidency notes that the American system has evolved toward a system in which one individual has a great deal of control over what the United States does abroad, particularly when it comes to the use of force. This school of thought emphasizes the role of public opinion, since presidents are ultimately responsible to the voter, and even when they are not directly on the ballot, they need Congress to be on their side in order to accomplish other priorities. The public choice perspective agrees with such an analysis up to this point, but differs in emphasizing the rational ignorance of voters, since they as individuals have no incentive to be informed or to think about the long-term consequences of any particular policy. They are easily led in the realm of foreign affairs in particular because most of the time they have no direct experience with the major questions involved.

Thus, if concentrated interests want to exert their power, it should be through influencing public opinion, or outbidding all other competitors in the marketplace of ideas. We find a great deal of evidence on how exactly they do this. First of all, concentrated interests can simply buy influence, funding institutions, scholars, and movements that advocate policies that should be expected to help their bottom line. In 2014, The New York Times reported that “More than a dozen prominent Washington research groups have received tens of millions of dollars from foreign governments in recent years while pushing United States government officials to adopt policies that often reflect the donors’ priorities…” (Lipton, Williams, and Confessore 2014). Among these recipients were some of the most influential think tanks in Washington, including the Brookings Institution, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), and the Atlantic Council. Some of the biggest donors have been oil-rich Gulf countries, including the United Arab Emirates, which paid more than $1 million to help build a new headquarters for CSIS, and Qatar, which provided $14.8 million to Brookings. As two countries with American bases, their interest in the United States continuing an interventionist policy abroad is clear. The New York Times report uncovered $92 million in contributions or commitments from foreign countries over the previous four years, quoting one Japanese diplomat as saying, “If we put actual money in, we want to have a good result for that money—as it is an investment…” Freeman (2020) more recently discovered $174 million going to the nation’s top think tanks. All such estimates most certainly understate the true amount of spending given reporting requirements for think tanks that are often lax or ignored.

Scholars and reporters have directly investigated the influence of lobbying on behalf of China (Dietrich 1999), Israel (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007; Heilbrunn 2009:92–94; Jackson 2015), Taiwan (Tucker 1998), and Turkey (Spinelli 2019). Such efforts always involve a public relations component, including the cultivation of journalists and media figures that can advocate for the state in question. When sanctions and a lack of diplomatic relations hinder the ability of a foreign government to lobby the United States, politicians and public opinion are liable to fall under the sway of those who hope to replace the hostile regime. Perhaps the two most prominent examples of this in recent decades have been Ahmad Chalabi, who convinced many Americans that Iraqis would greet the United States as liberators (Bonin 2012; Roston 2008; Hanania 2018b), and Mojahedin-e Khalq, an Iranian exile group that has formed close connections with prominent American political figures such as Rudy Giuliani, John McCain, and John Bolton (Dehghan 2018).

Government contractors have also been known to be major funders of movements seeking to influence public opinion. Investigative reports have shown the degree to which the Project for a New American Century (PNAC) and the neoconservatives it supported were products of the defense industry. While employed by Lockheed Martin, a lobbyist named Bruce Jackson drafted the foreign policy section of George W. Bush’s 2000 platform, and has served over the course of his career as a director of PNAC and the chairman of the US Committee to Expand NATO (Hartung 2011:ch. 9; Judis 2003). In 1997, PNAC famously released a letter calling for higher levels of military spending. Among the signatories were not only Jackson and future Bush administration officials such as Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, and Dick Cheney, but also Vin Weber, who had been a congressman and would go on to serve as a lobbyist for Lockheed Martin. The Bush administration hired more than half a dozen Lockheed Martin employees, lobbyists, or lawyers to fill important policy positions (Hartung 2011:ch. 9). It may not be much of an exaggeration to say that PNAC was a creation of the weapons industry; we have no idea what percentage of the organization’s funding came from Lockheed and other government contractors. The existence of concentrated interests helps explain why neoconservatives, and not a group of ideologues calling for isolationism or restraint, achieved power in the Republican Party and were in a position to push for Saddam’s overthrow after 9/11. None of this is to imply that any of the neoconservatives were insincere in their views, but it does show how those with a stake in higher military spending are able to empower those whose views are good for their bottom line.

The way that the national security establishment influences public opinion shares similarities and differences with how other concentrated interests are able to do so. The process of the national security establishment managing public opinion has to a large extent been bureaucratized and operates under the radar. While the Pentagon employs thousands of military and civilian personnel to manage public opinion, as of 2010 only ten reporters covered the Pentagon full-time (McCartney and McCartney 2015:21), meaning that the press trying to hold government officials accountable is simply overmatched. The RAND Corporation, perhaps the most influential think tank focusing on national security, gets over 80% of its budget from the federal government (RAND Corporation 2019). While RAND, like most think tanks, hires scholars who pride themselves on their independence, it is difficult to believe that the ultimate sources of funding for the organization do not at the very least subtly influence what questions are investigated, the kinds of evidence sought, and the degree to which individuals are willing to challenge fundamental aspects of American foreign policy.

Directly funding public relations campaigns and scholars may not even be the most important way in which the national security bureaucracy influences public opinion. Scholars of American politics agree that in elections “free media,” that is, press coverage, is more important than “paid media” such as commercials (Francia 2018). Generals and defense officials regularly testify before Congress and give interviews to the press. Given that few others can speak with authority about issues such as threats to the country and the intentions and capabilities of foreign states, government officials can shape the narrative around national security issues. A recurring feature of the era of mass media is circumstances in which a general says something to the press that is perceived as an attempt to box the president in with regard to a major foreign policy decision. Examples include General Douglas MacArthur’s comments on restrictions on the terms of engagement in the Korean War before he was ultimately fired by Truman and top generals at the beginning of the Obama administration discussing the level of troop commitment they needed in order to have a chance of winning in Afghanistan (Rhodes 2019).

Journalists and pundits who report on and shape public opinion tend to have extremely close relationships with other members of what is called “the foreign policy community.” Walt (2018:104) notes the existence of “power couples” that transcend the policymaking and journalistic communities, including former Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland and neoconservative author Robert Kagan. In some cases, the lines between journalism, scholarship, and advocacy become blurred. PNAC was mostly a lobbying group, but also had connections with and supported individuals who were academics, pundits, and journalists. Even reporters for the most prominent news organizations rely on government officials for access and may be selected into their careers based on their belief in an interventionist American policy abroad. This was perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the case of Judith Miller, The New York Times reporter who ended up being a spokeswoman for incorrect or exaggerated claims favored by those in the government seeking to take the country into Iraq, leading one scholar to refer to her as part of a “full-throttle propaganda campaign” (Crotty 2007:417; Brown 2003). This is an extreme example of what is a common phenomenon, in which foreign policy reporting is shaped by powerful interests. In reporting on foreign affairs, the phrase “government officials say” is virtually ubiquitous, and what follows is normally passed along as if it is a neutral piece of information rather than calculated to shape public perceptions of an issue. According to a search of The New York Times website, the phrase “government officials say” or “according to government officials” had appeared in 1,437 articles between 2000 and November 2019, with around half of those cases appearing in the section “World,” showing that this method of sourcing is far more common in reporting on foreign affairs than it is elsewhere in the paper.

The three main concentrated interests do not simply work in isolation, but can actively collaborate. An interested party can shape the incentive structures of those who work in government. In a report for the Boston Globe, Bender (2010) found that between 2004 and 2008 around 80% of retired three- and four-star generals went on to work as consultants or executives in the defense industry. This was up from about 50% in the period from 1994 to 1998. Moreover, many of these generals see overlap between their careers in government and the private sector, further raising conflict of interest issues. Bender found dozens of generals who maintained Pentagon advisory roles while working for corporations, often being recruited into the private sector before retirement. The practice of “rent-a-general” is so well-developed that some niche companies have emerged, including the Four Star Group, in which generals use their experience and contacts within the Pentagon to make profits in equity investing. As of early 2020, their website lists seven individuals either on their management board or advisory board, of which six are retired members of the military, including F. Whitten Peters, a former Secretary of the Air Force.2 The civilian leadership in the Pentagon is similarly able to profit from its role in government. Luechinger and Moser (2014) find “positive abnormal returns” for the stocks of corporations and increases in procurement volume in the aftermath of them hiring individuals who served in Senate-confirmed positions in the Department of Defense. Their study covered 383 individuals across six administrations, from Bush Sr. to Obama. Although government officials may lobby for different kinds of corporations, few go work for interests that seek lower amounts of military spending. While individuals achieve high office in the military by working their way up the ranks, and corporations can only seek to influence them by promises of future employment, the civilian leadership can make use of a revolving door between employment in the public and private sectors.

Figure 2.1 provides a schema of the theory put forth in this chapter. Every arrow represents influence. The three concentrated interests on the left shape public and elite opinion through the mass media and organizations such as think tanks. The top of the executive branch in turn follows public opinion, a term that serves as a stand-in for the aggregate view of various sectors of society with various parties weighted according to levels of influence. Concentrated interests can also influence one another, as government contractors shape the incentive structures of the national security bureaucracy. Civilian leaders in the Pentagon and top generals therefore not only have a bureaucratic interest in seeking higher budgets, but also a personal financial interest in the kind of employment they can seek post-retirement. A general who calls for smaller budgets while in office will likely anger defense contractors and additionally not make an effective advocate for such interests in retirement.
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Figure 2.1The public choice model of American foreign policy.

Figure 2.1 is not meant to show every possible path of influence. For example, foreign governments and the national security bureaucracy may simply pressure executive-branch decision-makers directly. The public choice theory sets this aside, arguing that if presidents and other top officials are rational actors, they are more likely to respond to the pressure that concentrated interests can apply through influencing public opinion, which ultimately determines the political fortunes of American leaders. The role of Congress is also glossed over here, as concentrated interests can pressure the executive through the method of influencing the legislative branch, as when Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu formed an alliance with congressional Republicans to try to kill President Obama’s Iranian nuclear deal. In the public choice model, business interests other than government contractors may have a role to play in areas in which other interests are less affected, like trade policy. That is not shown above as the policy surrounding troop deployment and the use of force is the main focus of this book, and the methods of influence are largely similar.

Figure 2.1 also shows how the illusion of grand strategy is created in the arrow that goes from the top of the executive branch to opinion-makers. IR scholars, historians, and journalists rely on access to powerful individuals in the form of interviews and documents. Leaders are likely to convince themselves, and seek to convince others, that the decisions they made were motivated by a concern for the national interest and the good of humanity. Media critics sometimes refer to reporters who do not perform their due diligence as “stenographers to the powerful” (Stacks 2003). Even scholars not studying contemporary events and combing through documents from the past are likely to find what appears to be direct evidence of sincere motives due to the human tendency toward self-deception.

The public choice perspective, at every step of the way, takes seriously the goals being sought by each party and the incentives they face. It does not expect the voters, who do not personally face the consequences of their actions since each individual vote is meaningless, to have consistent or informed opinions on foreign policy. Nor does it hold that American leaders, a class of individuals whose ability and willingness to look after their own interests are attested to by the degree of power they have obtained, under most circumstances sacrifice their own careers or material interests for the sake of higher ideals. Taking the rational actor model seriously in the case of individuals casts doubt on the idea that an analogous heuristic can help explain the behavior of states.


Predictions of the model

Previous works taking concentrated interests seriously have investigated differences within the United States. The perspective presented here focuses on what the most powerful groups shaping American foreign policy have in common. As a general matter, outliers tend to exist when various factors influencing an outcome are all pushing in the same direction, and the United States is an outlier when it comes to its foreign policy because each of the three main concentrated interests with influence over this area has a tendency to favor a more bellicose foreign policy. Given the discussion above, there are four main predictions that the public choice model makes regarding the executive branch and American foreign policy.

First, presidents will be unlikely to seek to scale back military spending. While different concentrated interests may disagree on how the defense budget should be divided, all have an interest in seeing it expand as much as possible. In this, they may be opposed by other concentrated interests who are focused on domestic affairs and themselves want a bigger share of the federal budget, yet even here all concentrated interests have a shared interest, as the total federal budget can expand at the expense of taxpayers, a group with diffuse interests, and, through borrowing, future generations. Regardless, the federal government does not spend unlimited amounts of money, and because there are three powerful concentrated interests with a stake in a more militarized foreign policy, the federal budget funnels money toward the Pentagon and away from bureaucracies without such an advantage. This can be seen clearly in the gap between spending on the military and the State Department. As of 2009, the Pentagon employed 27,000 people in recruitment, advertising, and public relations alone, almost matching the 30,000 employed by the entirety of the State Department, and it has been estimated that the government employs more musicians in the military than it does diplomats (McCartney and McCartney 2015:12–21). Because the gains from military spending are so concentrated, the corporations and government officials that benefit should be expected to be more effective at lobbying than most bureaucrats and those who support programs that benefit a higher percentage of the population.

Second, there will be a tendency against the scaling back of commitments abroad. Military spending must be justified, and human psychology means that it will be easier to justify commitments that already exist than to seek out new ones. The status quo bias is one of the most consistent findings in social psychology, and says that individuals have a tendency to value an object, policy, or state of affairs because of its current or default status (Kahneman and Tversky 2013; Tversky and Kahneman 1991; Levy 1997). People do not judge their circumstances divorced from context, but instead do so in relation to a status quo reference point. Loss aversion is a form of status quo bias as applied to individuals making decisions about their own welfare, and says that people care more about preventing losses than seeking out comparable gains. Such findings challenge classical economic models that rely on expected utility theory, a perspective that assumes that people will maximize well-being while not being influenced by “irrational” considerations such as what object they begin with and framing effects (Tversky and Kahneman 1991).

Thaler (1980) discovered what he called the endowment effect in an experiment in which some participants were given a mug valued at $5 and had to decide how much they would sell it for, while others were asked how much they would pay for the same object. In reality, both groups of individuals faced the same choice, that is, whether they would go home with that object or a certain amount of money. Those who were given ownership of the mug, however, valued it twice as much or more over two studies, not willing to part with the object for less than $7, while those who faced the choice to “buy” it offered $3.12 in one experiment and $3.50 in another. In an experiment in which participants were given either a mug or a bar of chocolate, over 90% refused to trade their object for the other regardless of which one they initially received (Knetsch 1989). Theoretical choices about jobs, automobile color, and retirement plans show a similar bias (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988). Importantly, the status quo bias does not only apply in situations in which an individual has something to personally gain or lose. It also applies when people are given policy choices that do not necessarily affect the individual. Framing a policy as preserving the status quo, rather than a new innovation, increases support for torture (Crandall et al. 2009) and certain forms of government spending (Haselswerdt and Bartels 2015). In the classic ethical dilemma presented through the trolley problem, in which one has the choice of sacrificing one life in order to save others, individuals will find it more acceptable to save individuals through inaction than action, given similar trade-offs in terms of the number of lives saved or lost (Sheskin and Baumard 2016).

Thus, when seeking to influence public opinion, concentrated interests that can derive profits from foreign commitments will be wise to emphasize a “grand strategy,” in reality, a collection of policy recommendations, that is in line with current practice, rather than seek new commitments abroad. While it would be ideal for them to call for both maintaining current engagements and taking on new ones, in a world of scarce resources and limited budgets, it is most rational to follow the path of least political resistance and emphasize the importance of not shrinking current conceptions of the national interest. The national security bureaucracy and government contractors should provide support to scholars, journalists, and politicians who first and foremost believe in maintaining current American commitments, but who also do not mind pushing for the United States to take on new commitments or launch wars when the opportunity arises. Foreign governments are different, and because they care more specifically about what American policy is, they will be more discerning in the kinds of policies they push for. Since current allies can lobby the American government while adversaries cannot, there will be little turnover in which nations the United States considers its friends and enemies regardless of geopolitical shifts.

The third prediction of public choice theory is that presidents will decide to go to war based on political considerations. Milner and Tingley’s (2015) argument that presidents might rely too much on force in the making of grand strategy actually implies that the use of force might not fit into any grand strategy at all, given that a grand strategy requires coherence between different aspects of state power. The time horizon of a president should be short; in the first term, working toward reelection, while in his second term perhaps prioritizing concerns about legacy or helping his party win. To have confidence about what kinds of actions history will applaud, however, requires both a degree of geopolitical forecasting plus an understanding of the biases of future scholars and others who shape the collective historical memory. There is no reason to believe that presidents have confidence in their ability to make such judgments, and thus will likely even in their second term try to do what is popular. This will allow them to both gain approval in the eyes of the public in the immediate term, while also increasing the chances of accomplishing other political goals and ensuring that their party holds on to power when the second term is over.

If presidents follow public opinion even in their second term, one then must return to the sources of public opinion, or who is in a position to pressure the president. It is true that special interests often do not push for specific wars, and events can happen so fast that there is not much time for lobbying; this was the case in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 and the Libyan Civil War in which American leaders felt compelled to make decisions about the use of force within weeks. Nonetheless, government contractors and the national security bureaucracy will elevate to positions of power and influence individuals who care about higher levels of military spending, and those will often be the exact same people who are inclined to support the use of force abroad, as with what happened when the weapons industry promoted neoconservatives because of their support for higher levels of military spending and they ended up pushing for and justifying the war in Iraq once they achieved power.

Finally, contrary to much of IR theory (Pape 2005; Levy and Thompson 2005; Paul, Wirtz, and Fortmann 2004), due to the short time horizons of leaders we should not expect the United States to use its substantial economic power in order to crush emerging rivals. There are gains to be made from trade with such states, and, despite IR theories that would counsel against empowering nations that might be enemies years down the line, we should expect those who stand to profit from a policy of engagement to have more of an influence than those who want the government to take into account long-term security issues. Even if ideologically hawkish, concentrated interests in the form of government contractors and the military bureaucracy should not stand in the way of this, since trade in the short term does not harm their own interests, and in the long run might be good for them, as an emerging power can provide justification for further military spending. Only foreign governments might occasionally try to influence the American government so that it tries to prevent a rising power from gaining strength. Usually, however, when the issues involved are economic in nature and the threat from the potential adversary is more long term and theoretical than concrete and immediate, the three concentrated interests from Figure 2.1 will largely stay out of policy debates and allow them to be driven by economic interests that are in favor of more engagement.


The long reach of concentrated interests

While the idea that concentrated interests have some role to play in the making of foreign policy is widely acknowledged, particularly when it comes to Congress, this chapter argues that the influence of these forces has been radically underestimated. Once public choice theory is given its proper due, there is not much left in terms of grand strategy to speak of. Scholars have focused on Congress as a target of lobbying efforts. Presidents, in contrast, are said to be motivated by factors such as public opinion, a genuine desire to serve the interests of the nation, and legacy considerations. Yet, given the power of the executive branch in shaping foreign policy, we can expect special interests to try to influence it however they can, and the American political system provides a myriad of opportunities to shape public opinion and the financial incentives of government officials. Furthermore, there is little reason to suspect that politicians, by definition people chosen for their ability to succeed politically, will most of the time prioritize their legacy or genuine beliefs about the right course of action when they conflict with political concerns.

One may argue that scholars have been in the position of the drunk who looks for his keys under the lamppost because that is where the light is. It is easier to uncover evidence of congressional lobbying than it is to investigate what influences the executive branch. For example, when special interests seek to influence American foreign policy, they must sometimes make their efforts known in accordance with the Lobbying Disclosure Act (Tripathi, Ansolabehere, and Snyder 2002). Yet while practically all attempts to influence Congress are covered, efforts focused at the executive are not as long as they are aimed at a lower level (Luneburg and Susman 2006:40). Moreover, activities that involve attempts to influence public opinion rather than being aimed directly at specific government officials are similarly not reported. Even the Foreign Agents Registration Act has an “academic exception” for scholarly work (Laufer 2017). The reporting that has been done on the extent to which think tanks and other shapers of public opinion are supported by concentrated interests has indicated that foreign governments and corporations play a large role in funding and sometimes even directing what is presented to the population as neutral scholarship (Lipton, Williams, and Confessore 2014). Thus, while some forms of lobbying are out in the open, others are hidden from public view and therefore ignored. Just because it is easier to study how concentrated interests influence Congress than how they influence the executive branch, however, does not mean that the latter is any less affected by them.

Besides funding what is supposedly neutral scholarship, members of the executive branch are subject to influence through the use of financial incentives. Individuals who work as civilian leaders or in the military can once they leave government find much more lucrative private sector jobs. Doing so has become the norm for high-ranking officials. While American leaders certainly have the choice to lobby on behalf of policies that do not benefit corporations or foreign governments upon retirement, or to not lobby at all, they will be significantly poorer if they do so. Few of them choose this path, and studies indicate that companies are being rational when they hire former high-ranking executive branch officials and members of the military (Luechinger and Moser 2014). Although one cannot prove that this influences any particular individual’s outlook or behavior while inside government, common sense, economic theory, and human nature all imply a substantial effect, regardless of whether one believes officials consciously shape their views in order to align with those of concentrated interests, or there is more of a subconscious alignment (Trivers 2000). Either way, bureaucratic interests alone can explain why the Pentagon seeks larger budgets, and the Pentagon has to a large extent become its own advocate, both through public relations campaigns and how it is able to influence the press.

The public choice theory of American foreign policy begins with the assumption that individuals are rational. The realist model of state behavior is derived from, and therefore perhaps seen as a natural extension of, economic models that take the individual as the unit of analysis (Guzzini 2013:8–9). It is a mistake, however, to assume that acceptance of such economic models of behavior implies that we likewise benefit from a superficially similar outlook that sees states as rational actors. The unitary actor model as applied to states directly contradicts the default starting point of most economic analysis. While voters may in theory have the ability to push foreign policy toward goals that improve the well-being of the nation as a whole, they do not have individual incentives to do so. While many would perhaps like to see the United States lead a rules-based international order or maintain primacy over rivals, they will not be motivated to act to achieve those goals unless some actor can disproportionately benefit. In contrast, corporations stand to gain from military spending, politicians want to get reelected in the face of special interests shaping public opinion, and foreign governments have their own interests and goals. We should expect these forces, not the international system directly, to be driving foreign policy.

Those who assume the existence of grand strategy have found it necessary to emphasize the unique role of the presidency in foreign affairs, that is, the existence of a branch of government, or better yet, an individual, that can largely ignore lobbyists and other concentrated interests and act in a way that he believes will benefit the nation as a whole. Without the outsize role of the presidency, however, foreign affairs come to resemble policy toward education, healthcare, or immigration. Economists and political scientists generally understand that, while ideas matter, and politicians can seek incremental change, concentrated interests and decisions locked in from the past largely drive government action and there is no reason to suspect that different aspects of American policy will work toward consistent goals. In other words, there is no study of grand strategy in domestic politics; there are only specific policies with a mix of intended and unintended outcomes. Of course, no two policy areas are identical. There are certain aspects of American foreign policy that make it different from domestic policy, and this in theory could rescue the unitary actor model. Yet most of these differences imply that foreign affairs will be among the policy areas most likely to be influenced by concentrated interests. This is because concentrated interests clearly exist, the public is largely ignorant of the specifics of the policies involved, the government can manipulate public opinion because it has access to information that it can legitimately hide from the public, and objective expertise is difficult to establish.

This chapter argues that while lobbying of the executive branch may usually be indirect, it is nonetheless powerful. The effects of public opinion on the executive branch, which in the view of some can incentivize the president to act in favor of the nation as a whole (Posner and Vermeule 2011), further assure that those with a concentrated interest in a policy outcome will get their way. In a country in which few Americans travel abroad and only a tiny percentage of the population has any kind of direct foreign policy experience, both the masses and elite opinion rely on the media and institutions such as think tanks to shape practically every aspect of the foreign policy debate, with institutions mediating between decision-makers and the public able to make certain issues salient while ignoring others, present only certain options, and forecast the likely results of any particular American action in a complex geopolitical landscape that few understand. Moreover, the practice of staffing the government with representatives of concentrated interests such as lobbyists from the defense industry, and the prospect of lucrative post-government careers in business, shape the ways in which the executive branch behaves (Bender 2010). While the president himself is ultimately autonomous, that is, able to fundamentally change American foreign policy if he so desires, those who work for him play a role in his decision-making that is similar to the ways in which the media and think tanks shape public opinion, that is, through methods such as providing supposedly neutral information and framing relevant debates (Hanania and Abrahms 2019). If there is one lesson we can derive from applying the public choice framework to the study of American foreign policy, it is that individuals who are rational will compete for influence over a state that is ultimately far from it.

Notes


	The authors make clear that when talking about “public opinion,” they do not mean the simple aggregation of popular sentiments. Rather, when speaking of the “public,” they mean

a stand-in for the complex process by which the views of elites, interest groups, ordinary citizens, and others ultimately determine the de facto lines of political authority, views that might be mediated, or not, by good-faith interpretation of relevant texts and traditions. (Posner and Vermeule 2011:78)



	See www.thefourstargroup.com/bios/team.html. Last accessed March 12, 2020.
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In August 2008, Russia invaded Georgia in order to support separatists of the two breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. President Bush denounced the Russian incursion, saying that “Russia has invaded a sovereign neighboring state and threatens a democratic government elected by its people. Such an action is unacceptable in the 21st century” (White House 2008). Critics readily noted the hypocrisy of this statement. According to Juan Cole (2008), “the Bush administration set a deep precedent for Moscow’s actions–with its own systematic assault on international law over the past seven years.” A writer for the liberal website DailyKos likewise opined that “there are of course, many ways to commit hypocrisy, and Mr. Bush is adept at all of them” (Huber 2008).

These commentators were of course referencing the Iraq War. The Bush administration had, only five years earlier, overthrown a sovereign government without UN approval, and in response to what was at most a theoretical threat based on weapons of mass destruction. Now, President Bush was denouncing a much smaller incursion limited to two provinces that did not even change the regime of the target. In contrast, the United States had taken all of Iraq, abolished its state institutions, killed some of its leaders, and arrested others who would be executed after trials held by the new government. How, then, could Bush genuinely express alarm over the actions of Russia by reference to international law?

The war on Iraq, followed by the outraged US response to the Russian invasion of Georgia, is representative of American behavior in the postwar era. On the one hand, the United States does in fact play a role in enforcing international law, reliably sanctioning or even going to war with countries that violate the territorial integrity of their neighbors (Hanania 2013). At the same time, no other country in the world uses military force against other states nearly as often as the United States does. Not only that, but the United States regularly engages in covert regime change, another violation of international law (O’Rourke 2018). This presents more than a small problem for the idea that the United States has a grand strategy that revolves around enforcing a rules-based international order. The entire concept of international law has its historical and philosophical roots in questions regarding when the use of force is justified (Grotius 2012). Thus, to argue that the United States is the enforcer of a rules-based international order despite regularly using force against adversaries is like saying that a sheriff is the legitimate authority of a town despite regularly committing murder. While he may be able to get away with such actions, and one may even justify keeping him in power on the grounds that a bad police force is better than none at all, it would be self-evidently obvious that the sheriff was not motivated by a desire to consistently apply the law.

This chapter begins by discussing one theory of grand strategy, put forth by IR scholars and American leaders, that the type of order that is provided by the United States is distinguished by adherence to widely accepted rules regarding what kinds of behavior toward other states are allowed. I then go on to discuss the rules of international law surrounding the use of force abroad. There is a consensus among scholars that the use of force against another country can only be justified based on one of two grounds, as codified by the United Nations (UN) Charter. States can go to war in self-defense, or with the approval of the Security Council. There is a contradiction at the heart of liberal internationalism that has never been resolved: while the international politics it aims for is grounded in the idea of the sovereign equality of states, in reality it is only the powerful Western democracies, particularly the United States, that are allowed to decide when it is appropriate to violate the default prohibition on the use of force.

A study of American practice over the course of the second half of the twentieth century and beyond demonstrates the degree to which the United States does not obey widely accepted norms of appropriate conduct. No country even comes close in how often it blatantly violates international law. Monica Toft and Sidita Kushi have put together a database that counts 237 American military interventions between 1950 and 2017, about 3.5 per year (Liang 2018). I review the most important of these, and show that a large portion are not even arguably consistent with international law. When it comes to attempted regime change through means short of war, the United States is once again in a league of its own, with Lindsey O’Rourke counting 64 such cases during the Cold War. Primacy also fails as an explanation of American behavior. Another way to approach the question of grand strategy is to look at the distribution of American military personnel abroad. In what the theory of grand strategy must consider to be a remarkable coincidence, as of late 2019, aside from active war zones, the five countries with the most American soldiers stationed in them were either former members of the Axis powers that the United States defeated in World War II, or the nations that the United States defended in World War II or the Korean War a half decade later. A public choice explanation rooted in bureaucratic and corporate interests, rather than the pursuit of grand strategy, is best suited to make sense of American policy.

These findings have deep implications for the grand strategy debate. Whatever American grand strategy is, if it exists it cannot be based on the maintenance of a rules-based international order. The idea that American wars are fought to maintain relative power abroad is also highly questionable, as realist critics of US foreign policy readily acknowledge. Some of the costliest interventions, including those of Iraq, Libya, and the former Yugoslavia make little sense from the perspective of power politics. Even the war in Afghanistan, launched in response to a direct attack, morphed into a nation-building exercise that had little to do with what originally brought the United States into that country. In contrast, an overwhelming amount of evidence suggests that American presidents choose to go to war based on political and ideological considerations. Nothing within the system requires that the goals sought by American leaders be consistent across presidencies, nor even within the same presidency, as a theory of grand strategy should require, much less that military means be integrated with diplomatic and economic efforts.


The liberal superpower?

American grand strategy is often said to be based on the idea that the United States helps lead and maintain a “rules based international order.” John Ikenberry is perhaps the most important scholarly advocate of this view. According to him, the post-World War II era is characterized by what he calls the “western liberal order,” with the United States as “the ‘first citizen’ of this order, providing hegemonic leadership—anchoring the alliances, stabilizing the world economy, fostering cooperation and championing ‘free world’ values” (Ikenberry 2018:7). To Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, the United States is the “indispensable nation,” leading others to a better future of peace, open commerce, and prosperity (Walker 1997). History is a long story of war, economic turbulences, mass atrocities, and other kinds of disorder, and only a hegemonic force with strong domestic institutions and a virtuous culture, or at least a virtuous elite based in Washington, DC, can provide the leadership necessary to avert such disasters.

Key to American success is its moral leadership. Joseph Nye coined the term “soft power,” or the idea that the United States can accomplish its ends by convincing others of the desirability of American practices and goals. This requires that a state “make its power seem legitimate in the eyes of others…” (Nye 1990:167). To some observers, American values are not only one source of power, but the main source of power that explains the success of the nation. Slaughter (2007:11) argued for the importance of understanding that “our greatest strength is not our army, our land, or our wealth, but instead our values…” Liberal internationalism thus has two pillars: moral ideals that guide American behavior, combined with the economic and material power necessary to defend those ideals and spread them across the globe.

Practically every modern American administration has justified itself in these terms. The idea of the moral hegemon comes in both a right- and left-wing flavor, with leaders putting more emphasis on the “moral” or the “hegemon” part depending on their political orientation. President Jimmy Carter (1977) sounded like a Christian missionary when he said that


[w]e are confident that democracy’s example will be compelling, and so we seek to bring that example closer to those from whom in the past few years we have been separated and who are not yet convinced about the advantages of our kind of life.


Similar themes can be found on the political right, and on both sides of the debate over the wisdom of large-scale American commitments abroad. It was President Reagan (1989) who in his Farewell Address to the nation referred to the United States as the “shining city on the hill,” saying that he saw an America that was “still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.” Those sympathetic to neoconservatism often call on the United States to stand with those who would fight for their freedom in oppressed nations such as Iraq under Saddam Hussein and Iran under the Ayatollahs. Senator Robert A. Taft, who opposed most American military commitments abroad, nonetheless still conceived of the United States as a country that could provide moral leadership to other nations (Taft and Wunderlin 2006:386–387).

The liberal superpower myth is often accompanied by dire warnings about what would happen should America abandon its current role. The United States, as the “benevolent empire,” cannot pull back from the world without creating a vacuum that other, less virtuous peoples and regimes would be expected to fill (Kagan 1998). America is not perfect, it is argued, but it is at least far better than the alternatives. If in the past it was the Soviet Union, today it is China that may replace the United States to the detriment of America and the rest of the world. Republican Congressman Will Hurd (2019) asked his conationals to imagine “a potential future where Mandarin and the yuan, not English and the dollar, dominate the global economy,” calling for the United States to out-innovate its Asian competitor. According to Admiral Philip S. Davidson, head of the US Indo-Pacific command, Beijing has “made quite plain that they would like to supplant the U.S.-led international order and lead one with Chinese characteristics,” warning that “when you think about that, being led by a nation that has a closed and authoritarian internal order, it’s got to send a chill down everybody’s spine across the globe” (Rogin 2019). The same arguments are sometimes made at the regional level. President Trump’s decision to withdraw from Syria, later taken back, was said to have emboldened Iran, a country that seeks to “dominate the Middle East” (Trofimov 2019; Mead 2014:69; Tabarani 2008). The United States not providing lethal aid to Ukraine during the Obama administration was said to have created a vacuum that was filled by Moscow. A New York Times headline from 2019 reads “In Syria, Russia is pleased to fill an American void” (Hubbard et al. 2019). These arguments, even when presented as objective news analysis, make several assumptions about the nature of international politics and the American role in the world that are at least questionable. Among these are the ideas that other states are necessarily expansionist, that a world order based on non-interference and national sovereignty is a naïve dream, and that by being in a country, region, or ocean the United States is in some sense actually better off than it would be if someone else was occupying the same piece of land or patrolling that part of the sea.

Liberal internationalism requires both pillars of power and morality in order to justify American grand strategy. Focusing on morality alone puts one in agreement with Senator Taft, perhaps the most prominent American isolationist of the twentieth century. Relying mostly or exclusively on power leads to the idea of primacy, although even the most hawkish and disdainful of international institutions and global opinion believe that American power serves some moral purpose (Kagan 1998). No matter which side of the grand strategy debate one is on, there is widespread agreement that the United States leads by example. Unlike other great powers, its strength is not simply the result of having the largest economy and the most powerful military in the world. Rather, it is moral leadership that is a source of American power. Moral leaders, of course, must set a good example for those who would follow.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter, or perhaps any research agenda, to investigate whether the United States follows all rules on which a moral international order is said to be based. The focus here is narrower, on the most bedrock principle of international law, surrounding when it is appropriate to use force against other countries. That is, this chapter asks whether the United States follows established rules in this area. An analysis of American behavior shows how the myth of the United States as the moral hegemon exists uncomfortably alongside the American history of intervention in the affairs of other states. It is not enough to simply say that occasionally the United States does not live up to its moral ideals. In reality, in its behavior abroad there is no country on earth that violates the most fundamental tenets of international law so flagrantly and often. This hypocrisy is not a secret, and regularly stressed by critics of American foreign policy. Nonetheless, this simple idea is too often unacknowledged in the grand strategy debate, falling into the category of “a big blatant neglected fact” that has deep implications for a field of study that largely proceeds as if it does not exist (Caplan 2019).


International law and the use of force

International law is fundamentally based on the sovereign equality of states (de Vattel 2008:66). While this is of course an ideal that is not always followed in practice, sovereignty is at least the starting point from which the question of legality is analyzed. This foundation has led to the development of two widely accepted methods for the creation of international law (Krasner 2002). First, treaties are agreements between two or more sovereigns, and nations are obligated to live up to these contracts (de Vattel 2008:77). Second, there is customary international law, or the various unwritten rules that states have followed over time. A practice makes its way into the canon of customary international law when a large number of states engage in the practice and do so at least in part out of a sense of moral obligation, what has been called the opinio juris requirement (Goldsmith and Posner 2005:26; Shaw 2003:70–71). Customary international law in practice is hard to distinguish from the concept of norms, with the two concepts often blending together (Meron 1989).

The laws surrounding the use of force are much more straightforward than they are in other areas, as international law has been dealing with the problem of war longer than anything else, and the UN was formed in the aftermath of World War II with this concern in mind. All states have assented to the UN Charter, thus making it the ultimate source on this issue. This document is far from a normal treaty, as scholars have been known to refer to it as an “international constitution” (Fassbender 2009; De Wet 2006). When legal scholars debate the use of force, their conversations revolve around whether the act in question is consistent with the Charter, implicitly assuming that any legal rules that came before it have been superseded (see Yoo 2003; Stromseth 2003; Lobel 2000). Given the circumstances that surrounded the creation of the UN, its founding document reflects this broad concern with security. Article 1 of the Charter lists the first purpose of the organization as “[t]o maintain international peace and security,” which includes taking “effective collective measures for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace, and for the suppression of acts of aggression or other breaches of the peace,” in a way that is “in conformity with the principles of justice and international law.”

From there, the document goes on to actually spell out the rules of the new order. Article 2(4) states, in what is perhaps the most important sentence in the history of international law, that all members of the organization “shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state…” This is not an absolute prohibition on war, however. First, Article 51 maintains the pre-existing right to self-defense. Even here, however, that right is limited to the time “until the Security Council has taken the measures necessary to maintain international peace and security.” The Charter reserves for the Security Council the right to “determine the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression,” and then craft a response, up to and including the use of force (Articles 39 and 42). While customary international law regarding the use of force may have existed before 1945, it is difficult to reconcile practice and discourse since that time with the existence of any features of international law regarding the use of force, whether accepted or rejected by the document, that are not addressed in the UN Charter (Hanania 2013:840–841).

In summary, then, international law allows the use of force either in self-defense or with the approval of the Security Council. Of course, just because scholars can agree in principle that some uses of force are allowed and others are not, it does not mean that states will refrain from illegal aggression under all circumstances. Nevertheless, the signing of the UN Charter did coincide with a remarkable drop-off in interstate armed conflict, especially the forcible seizure of territory. The positivist approach to determining the state of international law, in contrast to the textualist approach, looks at whether states are consistently sanctioned in response to certain forms of behavior (Kelsen 1966:6–7). If they are, then we can reasonably say that a conduct is illegal. Weisburd (1997: 28–62) analyzed 110 cases of the interstate use of force between 1945 and 1991, finding that classic invasions, that is, using soldiers to cross an internationally accepted border in order to annex territory or subjugate or replace a foreign government, are very rare and often sanctioned when they happen, thus meeting the test of legality. Putting aside the positivist standard of international law, in which “might makes right,” in this chapter I use the definition of international law accepted by most of the scholars who study the subject. In that case, an invasion is only allowed if it was approved by the UN or undertaken in self-defense. Coming into a country by invitation of the sovereign government is also acceptable from the perspective of international law.

American practice since the end of World War II has regularly flouted established rules. This section goes into the major US military interventions over that time period, and investigates the extent to which one can make a case for legality. The bombing of the former Yugoslavia (1999), the Second Gulf War (2003), and the attack on Libya (2011) stand out as particularly egregious violations. The Korean War (1950–1953) and the First Gulf War (1990–1991) are among the few unambiguous cases in which the war effort did accord with international law. Sometimes, certain aspects of a war are arguably legal, while later actions are not. Vietnam could be conceptualized as a self-defense war, a case of the US supporting a government threatened by its neighbor, yet even here the bombings of Laos and Cambodia clearly violated international law.

While Toft and Kushi found 237 American military interventions between 1950 and 2017, this section is limited to the most important of these conflicts to keep the project manageable, and because doing so is sufficient to make the point. If the United States is said to lead by example, then its largest and most prominent uses of force abroad are extremely important for how it is viewed abroad. Yet, as addressed below, the overt use of force is not the only kind of action that the United States regularly takes that is inconsistent with international law. Other examples include pinprick strikes to get rid of a terrorist target, as have happened in Pakistan and Yemen among other nations; covert cases of the United States leading or sponsoring coups, such as the cases of Iran in 1953 and Chile in 1973; and military and financial support for those trying to overthrow a rival state, like the cases of the Bay of Pigs invasion and the Syrian Civil War. These kinds of behaviors also fall into the category of the use of force, and in most or all cases are, just like regular invasions, banned by international law. Nonetheless, one does not need to investigate all cases of American military intervention since 1945 to show that the United States regularly violates accepted rules regarding the use of force against other states. It is sufficient to show that no other country in the world engages in as many actions that violate the bedrock principles of international law. Since 2001 alone, for example, the United States has engaged in three overt regime change wars, in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, meaning that it used its military forces to directly overthrow an existing government. No other country in the world has done this even once during the same time period. Moreover, while we do not have archival records from all states, it is almost beyond question that the United States has since the end of World War II engaged in more instances of covert regime change than any other nation in the world. Below, this section lays out the general course of events for the major American invasions of the postwar era. It then goes on to focus on overt and covert forms of regime change, and finally the related question of the distribution of American forces abroad.


The Korean War (1950–1953)

At the conclusion of World War II, Korea was divided between American and Soviet zones at the 38th parallel. That status quo held until June 25, 1950, when the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), under Kim Il Sung, launched a surprise invasion of the Republic of Korea in the south. After Kim’s forces had taken most of the peninsula, in October General Douglas MacArthur led 80,000 marines in a landing at the port of Inchon. After his troops fought all the way up to the Yalu river on the Chinese border, Mao Tse-Tsung launched an invasion of the Korean peninsula that drove MacArthur and his forces back. By late 1951, the war had turned into a stalemate along the original dividing line between the two Koreas. Sporadic fighting would continue until an armistice was signed on July 23, 1953. In total, there were about 4 million casualties of the conflict, of which half were civilians. Among those who died were by one estimate just over 415,000 South Korean soldiers, an estimated 900,000 Chinese troops, and close to 36,000 Americans (Cumings 2010:35).

The US involvement in Korea is perhaps the clearest case reviewed in this chapter of an invasion that did not violate international law. Security Council Resolution 82 declared a “breach of the peace” the same day that North Korea crossed the 38th parallel. This was followed two days later by Resolution 83, which recommended that “[m]embers of the United Nations furnish such assistance to the Republic of Korea as may be necessary to repel the armed attack and to restore international peace and security in the area.” For critics who argue that the veto power of the permanent members – the United States, the United Kingdom, France, China, and Russia – renders the Security Council ineffectual, Korea is the exception that proves the rule. At the time the resolutions regarding Korea were passed, the Soviet Union was boycotting the UN over its allocating China’s seat to the government of Chiang Kai-Shek (Stueck 1976). Had either Stalin’s Russia or Mao’s China been on the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) at the time, the force that invaded Korea might have resembled the American-led “coalition of the willing” that invaded Iraq half a century later instead of being under the authority of the UN. Regardless, the Security Council showed how the system was supposed to work in the face of international aggression. Even without the blessing of that institution, South Korea would have had the right to resist the aggression of the DPRK under the right of self-defense, and call in foreign troops to help preserve its independence. Thus, approval of the UN was sufficient but not even necessary to say that the Republic of Korea had the right to ally with other countries in order to protect itself against an invasion from the north.


The war in Vietnam (1954–1975)

Like Korea, after independence Vietnam was divided by world powers between a communist north, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and a capitalist south, the Republic of Vietnam (ROV). Throughout the 1950s, under the leadership of President Ngo Dinh Diem, South Vietnam faced a low-level communist insurgency that it fought with the help of American advisers (Hall 2018:16–17; Kinnard 2014:5–6). Upon taking office in 1961, President Kennedy increased American involvement in Vietnam, and two years later President Diem was overthrown in an American-backed coup. President Johnson subsequently decided to escalate American involvement. By 1965, there were 23,000 US military advisers in Vietnam, and on March 8 of that year they were joined by 3,500 marines, the first American ground forces in the country (Hennessy 1997:2–3, 31). At the peak of American involvement (1967–1969), the United States had around half a million troops in Vietnam (Turley 2008:xxvii–xxviii). Despite growing unpopularity of the war at home, the United States had succeeded in handing over most governing responsibility to South Vietnam by the early 1970s, and the Paris Peace Agreement was signed in 1973. Nonetheless, the agreement was regularly violated from the beginning, and in 1975 North Vietnam would invade and incorporate the ROV after the withdrawal of American support for its ally.

From the perspective of international law, in many important respects the war in Vietnam resembled the conflict in Korea. A country that was widely acknowledged to be sovereign by the international community faced an aggressive neighbor, and relied on foreign help, mostly American, to stay in control of its own territory. While the UNSC did not express approval of American involvement, the US effort in South Vietnam was at the invitation of a recognized sovereign state, thus making the intervention allowed under international law. All this is of course a different issue from how the war was fought, which is outside the scope of this investigation, as the United States caused large-scale civilian casualties, economic damage, and environmental destruction through its bombing, thus perhaps violating the principle of proportionality (Russell 2011). Although part of a larger war effort that was allowed under the principle of self-defense, extending the conflict to the sovereign nations of Cambodia and Laos, particularly with the heavy intensity with which that action was taken under the Nixon administration, has also been widely thought to violate international law (Barrett 2000). Nevertheless, the original American involvement in Vietnam was allowed, which is more than can be said for most later conflicts.


Intervention in Grenada (1983)

Grenada, a small island off the northern coast of Venezuela, gained independence from the United Kingdom in 1974. In 1979, the communist New Jewel Movement seized control of the country, and divisions within its leadership culminated in a military junta coming to power on October 19, 1983. Six days later, President Reagan ordered an invasion of Grenada, ostensibly in order to protect Americans who could be held as hostages and prevent Cuban and Soviet “power projection” into the Western Hemisphere. In the ensuing conflict, the United States lost 18 soldiers and Grenada lost 63 military personnel and civilians (Riggs 1985:1–13). US forces departed by December 15, leaving behind a government under Governor-General Paul Scoon.

In invading Grenada, the United States was not acting in self-defense, nor with the approval of the Security Council. American officials therefore made two main arguments holding that its intervention was justified under international law. First, the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), a regional organization, approved of the intervention. Second, the United States argued that it was relevant that Scoon had requested American involvement, which would have meant that the intervention was at the behest of the legitimate authorities of the state itself as in the cases of Vietnam and Korea. Neither of these arguments is taken seriously by legal scholars. The OECS by itself had no authority to allow one country to invade another; that power is explicitly reserved for the UNSC and to a lesser extent the Organization of American States (OAS) (Boyle et al. 1984). The charter of the latter organization limits its role to heading off “external aggression, and then only in accordance with the right of individual or collective self-defense recognized by UN Charter Article 51 and in accordance with the OAS Charter.” Moreover, the UN explicitly repudiated the American invasion, with the General Assembly voting 108 to 9 against the American operation, and a similar resolution at the UNSC did not pass only because the United States vetoed it. The final vote was 11 to 1, with three countries abstaining (Bernstein 1983).

Paul Scoon, the Grenadian leader who supposedly authorized the invasion, was indeed a high-ranking government official, but did not have the authority that the United States attributed to him. His role, by the time of the invasion, was seen as largely ceremonial (Joyner 1984:139). In recent years, Beck (2013) has shown that although Scoon made an informal, oral request, he did not initiate it, and his more formal request was not even written by him. This supposed request furthermore appears to have played no role in the decision-making of the Reagan administration. For these reasons, Scoon’s letter has been seen as a flimsy rationalization for an invasion carried out for other purposes.


The First Gulf War (1990–1991)

After an eight-year war with Iran that ended in 1988, Iraq emerged with a crippled economy. Saddam Hussein accused his Gulf neighbors of engaging in “economic warfare” against his country through high levels of oil production, which brought down prices and therefore lowered the value of Iraqi exports. Iraq also accused Kuwait of engaging in directional drilling in order to steal oil from across the border. After unsuccessful talks to settle the issue, on August 2, 1990, about 100,000 Iraqi troops invaded Kuwait. By the end of the month, the entire country was declared a province of Iraq. After a series of measures implementing sanctions and condemning Saddam’s actions, the Security Council adopted Resolution 678 on November 29, 1990, which authorized members to “use all necessary means” in order to expel Iraq from Kuwait if the country did not voluntarily withdraw by January 15.

After that deadline passed, the United States, leading a coalition of 35 countries, launched Operation Desert Storm. Through overwhelming air power, the United States and its allies drove Saddam from Kuwait and declared the Gulf monarchy liberated on February 28. Around 250 coalition personnel died, with as many as 50,000 killed among Iraqi soldiers (Bourque 2002:455). The bombing campaign and subsequent sanctions may have claimed up to tens of thousands of Iraqi civilian lives, with only a small percentage dying as a direct result of the bombing and most of the rest perishing due to the degradation of the healthcare sector (Salvage 2002). Iraq would remain an international pariah after the war, until the regime of Saddam Hussein was overthrown by the United States in March 2003.

The Gulf War was perhaps the clearest case of an American war sanctioned by international law since Korea. It had both requirements: self-defense at the request of an attacked state and UNSC approval. The occupation and annexation of Kuwait, which involved one universally recognized sovereign government sending forces to abolish and incorporate another, is exactly the type of war that the founders of the UN sought to declare out of bounds through that organization’s charter. Saddam’s actions were considered so flagrant under international law and norms that all five permanent members of the Security Council could agree that he should be stopped. It is also important that, at the time of the invasion of Kuwait, relations between the major powers were probably at their most amicable since the founding of the UN. The USSR was in the process of collapsing under Gorbachev and looking to turn west, while American hostility toward a rising Chinese threat was yet to manifest. While at the time the Gulf War was thought to herald a “new world order” of respect for international law and cooperation between great powers, this was not to be the case (Kahn 1993). Ironically, it would be the United States, which under George H.W. Bush took the lead in enforcing international law in the case of Iraq, that would declare new prerogatives for itself with the rise of the doctrine of “Responsibility to Protect” and the “War on Terror.”


Humanitarian interventions in the former Yugoslavia (1995, 1999)

After the end of the Cold War, the Balkan nation of Yugoslavia began to fracture along ethnic and religious lines. In April 1992, the province of Bosnia and Herzegovina declared independence, which set off the Bosnian War. In July 1995, an army made up of Bosnian Serbs called the Army of Republika Srpska (VRS) carried out a massacre in the town of Srebrenica that killed more than 8,000 Bosnians. The next month, the same organization shelled a marketplace in the Bosnian capital, Sarajevo, killing dozens of civilians. A similar massacre in February had motivated NATO to begin military operations in Bosnia, including a no-fly zone. Now, after the massacres in Srebrenica and Sarajevo, NATO launched Operation Deliberate Force on August 30, 1995, hitting Bosnian Serb military targets (Haulman 2013). Less than one month later, on September 20, NATO ended its operation as the Bosnian Serbs agreed to remove their heavy weaponry from around Sarajevo. Fewer than 30 Bosnian Serb forces were killed in this operation, in addition to two French pilots who were captured but lived on the NATO side.

By 1996, after about four and a half years of conflict, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), composed of the provinces of Serbia and Montenegro, recognized the independence of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and the Republic of Macedonia. Now, what had become a Serbian-led rump state of Yugoslavia saw unrest in Kosovo, one of its remaining provinces. On March 24, 1999, after fighting had broken out between the FRY and ethnic Albanians in that region, NATO commenced Operation Allied Force, aimed at stopping reported ethnic cleansing (Tilford 1999). The mission ended on June 10, after an agreement was reached establishing a UN peacekeeping mission in Kosovo. About 1,000 Yugoslav security forces were killed, along with around 500 civilians.

In Bosnia, the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR), authorized by Security Council Resolution 743, had been operating in the province since 1992. In October of that year, Resolution 781 established a no-fly zone over the area, for the sake of “the safety of the delivery of humanitarian assistance and a decisive step for the cessation of hostilities.” It also hinted at an enforcement mechanism, saying that the Security Council was, “in the case of violations, to consider urgently the further measures necessary to enforce this ban…” Due to this clause, China abstained from the vote but did not veto the resolution, as it had the right to do (Davis 2011:243–246). In June 1993, the UNSC passed Resolution 836, which expanded the mission of UNPROFOR to stopping attacks against safe areas and deterring aggression. It also included language allowing member states to use “all necessary measures” to support UN forces in their mission. This time, all five permanent members, including Russia and China, voted in favor of the resolution.

Thus, the intervention in Bosnia was clearly sanctioned by international law. In contrast, the UNSC did not approve the NATO mission in Kosovo later that decade, and there was no credible case to be made for self-defense. This makes the 1999 intervention by NATO a clear case of an illegal war. Indeed, NATO would have liked to have received approval from the Security Council, but it was clear that if it tried to do so the resolution would have been vetoed by Russia and China (Popovski 2002). Of course, those in favor of the war in Kosovo do not have to let that decide their opinion, as they could believe that the war was necessary to stop atrocities. While politicians will always argue that their actions are consistent with international law, legal scholars in favor of the intervention came to refer to it as “illegal, but legitimate” (Teitel 2014:109; Hehir 2009:249; Slaughter 2004; Bellamy 2001:103–106). Regardless of the merits of the war itself in terms of lives saved, it cannot be argued to be consistent with international law. If the bombing of Kosovo could be argued to be a rare instance of the United States violating international law, then one may declare it an aberration, a necessary violation of accepted practice in an unusual situation. The fact that it forms part of a pattern of behavior, however, raises questions about the entire idea of a rules-based international order led by the United States.


The war in Afghanistan (2001–2021)

On September 11, 2001, the United States was struck when commercial planes filled with passengers were hijacked and flown into the Pentagon and the World Trade Center. In response to the events of that day, the United States invaded Afghanistan, overthrew the Taliban government, and went after al-Qaida, the terrorist organization that had carried out the 9/11 attacks and was then living under the protection of the Taliban. In the two decades after, the United States sought to build a stable and democratic government, an effort that ended in failure in August 2021 when the Taliban returned to Kabul in the midst of the final American withdrawal.

The War in Afghanistan could have been justified in self-defense, in order to go after those who had killed thousands of Americans. Further adding to the case for legality was a series of UN Resolutions. The first, passed the day after the 9/11 attacks, recognized the inherent right to self-defense, expressed sympathy for the American people, and said that the organization:


Calls on all States to work together urgently to bring to justice the perpetrators, organizers and sponsors of these terrorist attacks and stresses that those responsible for aiding, supporting or harbouring the perpetrators, organizers and sponsors of these acts will be held accountable.


A follow-up resolution a few weeks later ordered states to work together to fight terrorism and combat it financially. This means that the invasion of Afghanistan was likely consistent with international law. Although the mission later morphed into one of nation building that was largely divorced from the reasons that brought the United States in, once Washington had installed a government with international legitimacy, America and its NATO allies could legally operate in the country. Throughout the conflict, the International Security Assistance Force, the NATO-led mission, was further legitimized through several UN Resolutions from December 2001 to its end in 2014.


The war in Iraq (2003–2011)

The other major conflict undertaken in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks was the war in Iraq. In March 2003, the United States invaded that country and overthrew the Saddam regime. The conflict was sold as necessary to prevent the proliferation and spread of weapons of mass destruction and hit a regime that was supporting terrorism, explanations that were discredited when it was found that there were no such weapons in that country, and the supposed connection between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaida was nonexistent. Soon, the United States found itself trying to rule over a nation mired in sectarian killing and with practically no effective government outside the Kurdish north. In December 2011, after the situation had stabilized, President Obama pulled American troops from Iraq after failing to come to terms with the government of Nouri al-Maliki on a status of forces agreement. Less than three years later, the United States returned to Iraq in order to fight the Islamic State.

The Iraq War caused an uproar among legal scholars. To them, President Bush’s decision to remove Saddam was an outrageous violation of the rules of the international order (Craven et al. 2004). Iraq proved that “the grand attempt to subject the use of force to the rule of law had failed” (Glennon 2003:16). The United States refused to go to the Security Council, where it would have not only failed to gain the support of China and Russia, who often oppose American foreign policy, but also France, another permanent member. Germany, while not a permanent member of the Security Council, also opposed the war. Saddam Hussein was not going to invade or attack the United States, and the entire concept of “preemptive war,” invented for the purposes of justifying the invasion of Iraq and without any standing in international law, was widely denounced by legal scholars (Doyle 2008; O’Connell 2002; Eckert and Mofidi 2004). Even some supporters of the Iraq War acknowledged this, arguing that one could not trust American security to the UN. Pentagon adviser Richard Perle (2003) sneered at the “liberal conceit of safety through international law administered by international institutions.”

The minority of scholars who argued that the Iraq War was legal took out positions that were completely outside the mainstream of academic views on this issue. Perhaps the most prominent of these was John Yoo (2003), who argued that the UN had authorized the Iraq War, and that, even if it did not, the United States could remove Saddam under the right of self-defense. Yoo’s argument regarding the UNSC relied on the resolutions authorizing the First Gulf War, holding that Iraq had violated the terms of the armistice. He says that Resolution 1441, which found Iraq “in material breach of its obligations under relevant resolutions,” actually triggered the earlier resolutions. Yet that document did not authorize the use of force, like previous resolutions that had explicitly done so, and the entire world understood that the UNSC would not, which is why the Bush administration did not ultimately seek approval for its invasion. The idea that Iraq directly threatened the United States, also advocated by Yoo, was already dismissed by scholars at the time of the invasion, and looks even less credible in retrospect. No documentation from Iraq suggests that Saddam was going to attack the United States, and scholarship on American motivations has turned up nothing to suggest that even Bush administration officials believed that he would in the foreseeable future (Butt 2019). One can reasonably argue the extent to which the United States and other nations should defer to international law when making decisions about when to use force. What is beyond dispute, however, is that the invasion of Iraq was clearly unacceptable under international law.


The bombing of Libya (2011)

In January 2011, protests began in Libya against the regime of Mummar al-Gadhaffi. A rebel movement began centered around the eastern city of Benghazi. After initial losses, however, the government recovered and seemed poised to put down the rebellion. In response, on March 19 NATO began enforcing a no-fly zone against the government, ostensibly to protect civilians. It quickly became clear, however, that the goal of the intervention was regime change. The Libyan government in Tripoli fell in August, and on October 20, as a result of a NATO air strike, al-Gadhaffi was captured and killed by rebels (Kofman and Dolak 2011). Less than two weeks later, the NATO mission in Libya ended, and the country has faced periods of anarchy and civil war ever since.

The war in Libya, like Iraq, made a “mockery of international law” (Posner 2011). Before the NATO intervention, the Security Council passed Resolution 1973, establishing a no-fly zone “in order to help protect civilians.” As early as the summer, several nations, including Great Britain, France, and Qatar, had sent special operations ground forces, which the resolution did not authorize (Grant 2011). Nothing in the document permitted regime change, nor the targeting of the country’s leadership. As admitted by Robert Gates (2014:530), the US Secretary of Defense at the time, Russia felt duped after having allowed the resolution to pass by abstaining from voting on the grounds that the mission would be limited to protecting civilians. China felt similarly, and this made both powers much less likely to cooperate with the United States in Syria (Lynch 2011).


Regime change and occupation

The United States clearly violates international law quite regularly. No other country in the world engages in regime change wars as a regular part of its foreign policy. Yet even this does not tell the complete story. The United States also seeks to overthrow foreign governments without the direct use of force. O’Rourke (2018) has put together a database of American attempts at covert regime change between 1947 and 1989 and found that there are 64 instances, of which 25 were successful. In contrast, during that time period there were only six overt cases of regime change. In addition to those documented by O’Rourke, several instances between 1990 and 2019 can be added, despite the fact that we are unlikely to know as much about American behavior of the past few decades as we do about the Cold War, since many of the important documents remain classified. Weiner (2008) in his Pulitzer Prize-winning Legacy of Ashes gives a more qualitative account that documents in painstaking detail the long American history of interference and even occasional dominance of the politics of foreign states.

Such efforts continue to this day. In early 2019, the United States recognized the leader of Venezuela’s opposition, Juan Guaidó, as the legitimate ruler of that country. The Trump administration sought to convince President Maduro to leave voluntarily and also entice members of the military to overthrow him (Londoño and Casey 2018). In order to place maximum pressure on the regime, it implemented sanctions that have led to an economic and humanitarian catastrophe, causing an estimated 40,000 deaths over one year alone (Weisbrot and Sachs 2019). In the case of Syria, besides placing sanctions, from 2012 to 2017 the United States devoted approximately $1 billion dollars through the CIA to armed forces trying to overthrow the government, in addition to $500 million through the Pentagon (Mazzetti and Younes 2016). We know about instances like this through the public record; surely, American efforts at regime change are among the most sensitive state secrets, and there are therefore perhaps other cases.

Such behavior is not a “normal” part of great power politics. The Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan at the invitation of the government of that country to help keep it in power in 1979, and Russia undertook a similar intervention when it deployed its military to Syria in 2015. While both of these wars involved human rights abuses and acts that violated international law, from a legal perspective such interventions are allowed as they do not violate the sovereignty of the state in question. Russia has invaded a few of its neighbors without permission, most notably Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014, when it seized Crimea. Yet its goals in these conflicts have been minor relative to what the United States has sought to accomplish through its wars. Russia has occupied small parts of its neighbors, rather than removing and killing their governments and seeking to fundamentally remake their societies.

China likewise has no long history of regime change abroad, although it was involved in border clashes with India in 2020 and 2021, and the Johnson South Reef Skirmish in March 1988, a one-day conflict that resulted in about 64 Vietnamese deaths (Reuters 2016). Its last more substantial intervention in a foreign country was the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War, a punitive expedition launched by Deng Xiaoping that lasted about one month and resulted in tens of thousands of casualties (Zhang 2005). We are now approaching two generations without Beijing going to war against a foreign country. This is not simply a matter of China lacking the power to do so, as its gross domestic product (GDP) has already surpassed the United States, at least in terms of purchasing power parity (Amadeo 2019a).

The United States, in contrast, has taken the most extreme action possible against three countries in the last 20 years alone. It has removed the governments of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, arresting or killing the leaders of these countries. Only in the case of Afghanistan could one even make a plausible case for self-defense or retaliation against actions taken against the United States. In the case of Iraq, a propaganda campaign was launched by the Bush administration to frighten the public into supporting the war; in Libya, the government deposed and killed a leader who had been an ally in the war on terror and only half-heartedly tried to come up with a security rationale. While the United States has not succeeded in removing the government of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, it devoted $1.5 billion to arming an opposition movement that it hoped would overthrow the state. This was combined with a crushing sanctions regime that helped drop the GDP of Syria by 75%, a decline greater than that suffered by Germany or Japan during World War II (Hanania 2020). Whether such interventions can be justified on humanitarian or strategic grounds is a separate issue from the question of legality. With regard to the latter, the United States is an outlier in the extent to which it regularly violates the most basic tenets of international law.


Other potential grand strategies

The United States clearly and regularly violates international law in seeking to overthrow foreign governments. When they acknowledge this fact, believers in the existence of grand strategy nevertheless come up with other explanations for American behavior abroad. There are two ways in which they have sought to explain US wars: either as a matter of resources, or great power competition. Sometimes these explanations are blended together, as great power competition is said to be a struggle for resources. Noam Chomsky is among the most famous of those who take this position. Relying on the writings of former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, he endorses the idea that the goal of the United States is to prevent the rise of another rival power (Chomsky and Barsamian 2010:50–55). During the intervention in Libya, world leaders such as Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe said that the war was for oil (Gupta 2011; Chiripasi 2011). Superficially, this explanation has appeal. It cannot be dismissed as easily as the idea that American strategy seeks to enforce a rules-based international order. The United States has been particularly interested in the Middle East, and that region of the world produces a great deal of oil (Maddow 2013). At the mass level, the mantra “no blood for oil” became a rallying cry around which the anti-war movement coalesced in opposition to the invasion of Iraq. Practically every American war is explained by someone in terms of access to markets or resources.

The question of whether US strategy is to maintain global hegemony is addressed more fully in Chapter 4. For now, it suffices to say that such a theory is based on a selective reading of the evidence that ignores American efforts to build up its rivals, the Soviet Union and China. Focusing on the issue of interventions, practically none of the American wars discussed in this chapter have improved the US position abroad. Over the last several decades, we can say that there have been two types of American wars: those that take place in regions of the world largely devoid of resources, and those that take place in areas of the world that are rich in oil, but from which the United States does not benefit.

In the first category are interventions like those in Somalia and Yugoslavia. Few regions of the world had less strategic importance than these two states in the 1990s; at the time the United States intervened, those countries were poor, not growing particularly fast, and to a great extent geographically and culturally isolated from the rest of the world. If the United States has profited in any way from these interventions, whether economically or in terms of status or power, observers have not been able to identify how. Other interventions, such as those in Libya and Iraq, seem to be superficially consistent with a story about access to resources, if only for the reason that these are oil-rich countries. However, while here the United States had the potential to benefit, it did not. Libya at the time al-Gadhaffi was overthrown was already selling its oil on the open market; the anarchy that has been the result of his removal has done nothing but hurt production. And when Iraq started auctioning off its oil fields in 2009 while still under US occupation, American companies were largely shut out, with two of the largest contracts going to China and Russia (Walt 2009). Even if all these contracts went to the United States, there was basically no chance that it would have recovered the costs of the war, perhaps as high as $3 trillion.

In order to find a “grand strategy” in American behavior, observers have had to be creative. Chomsky acknowledges that Serbia had no direct strategic or economic value, but compares the United States to a mob boss who occasionally must stamp out any signs of disrespect (Chomsky and Barsamian 2010:54). In this way, practically any intervention can be labeled as part of a “grand strategy.” When the United States invades a region rich in resources or of seeming strategic importance, it can be taken as a direct attempt to pursue American interests. When the United States hits a country that is irrelevant on these measures, it can still be seen as part of a grand strategy to maximize American power. There is little in the archival or historical research to suggest American leaders have been driven by such concerns in interventions like those in Somalia and Serbia.

The incoherence of US policy can perhaps be seen most clearly in the extent to which scholars who write about American grand strategy are unhappy with it. Academics such as Michael Desch, Christopher Layne, John Mearsheimer, Barry Posen, and Stephen Walt roundly denounce practically every recent American war. Defenders of recent American wars like Samantha Power and Susan Rice stress the alleged humanitarian accomplishments of those interventions. Unquestionably, American leaders sometimes intervene in foreign countries out of a sincere desire to prevent atrocities abroad. But “try to do good things” cannot be considered a grand strategy without hollowing out the meaning of the term. When it comes to the decision to go to war, American leaders are driven more by political and moral considerations than they are by a quest for national power.


Troop deployments abroad

In addition to investigating under which conditions the United States uses force, it is interesting to consider the issue of American troop deployment. Are the patterns we see consistent with a grand strategy, or a public choice model? According to the Defense Manpower Data Center, not including active war zones, as of September 2019 the United States had about 200,000 soldiers stationed abroad. The top five countries with the largest American presence were Japan (62,482), Germany (47,066), South Korea (29,565), Italy (15,411), and the United Kingdom (10,586). These states hosted over 80% of American military personnel stationed abroad. In 1951, during the Korean War, the top five countries were South Korea (326,863), Germany (176,084), Japan (172,861), the United Kingdom (26,313), and France (22,876); though the total numbers are different, the bulk of American forces 30 years after the Cold War are in almost exactly the same places they were at its beginning (see Kane 2004). Figure 3.1 shows the distribution of American troops in 1951, 1986, and 2019.
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Figure 3.1Map of American troop deployments: 1951, 1986, and 2019.

Looking at the maps reveals an interesting pattern. What was happening in the world in the 1940s and 1950s is a better guide to American troop distribution abroad today than anything that has happened since. The top four countries with the largest American presence are the nations that were the main members of the defeated Axis powers and the country that the United States defended in the Korean War half a decade later. It seems very unlikely that the strategically most important parts of the world in 2019 were those that happened to require the largest American troop presences in the 1940s and early 1950s. There is no strategic threat to Italy, and the threat that kept the United States in Germany after World War II has disappeared. As the communist world was pushed back, American military commitments were expanded, going right up to the border of the Russian Federation in the late 1990s, despite promises to Gorbachev and other Soviet officials that the United States would do no such thing (Shifrinson 2016). It is likewise difficult to see what threat the United States is protecting against in the United Kingdom.

Outside Europe and East Asia, the largest concentration of American forces overseas is as of 2019 in the Greater Middle East, with Bahrain, Kuwait, and Turkey hosting at least 1,000 American troops each, and another 1,000 in Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. Since American forces seem always more likely to be fighting in the Middle East than any other region, one might suspect that the United States would have moved the bulk of its forces closer to existing and potential theaters of action. Nonetheless, the number of American troops deployed to the Middle East remains a fraction of the concentrations in the former Axis powers. The rise of China over the last two decades has similarly not led to an increase in troop deployments to Japan or South Korea, with the numbers in those countries having been stable since the 1960s.

Rather than seeing American troop deployments as consistent with a certain grand strategy, one should study the Department of Defense and the military as we would any other interest group or bureaucracy. Labor unions, for example, exist to protect the current jobs of their members, not necessarily to increase the productivity of their industry or accomplish any other goals (Paruchuri and Ingram 2012). The national security bureaucracy has an interest in maintaining or expanding its budget, and government contractors have financial reasons to support a robust presence abroad. The public choice model would therefore expect these concentrated interests to follow the path of least resistance politically, as the status quo bias inherent to human psychology ensures that it will be easier to sell maintaining commitments than taking on new ones. From that perspective, it is little wonder that the distribution of American forces abroad today looks so similar to how it looked in the 1950s. While the number of military personnel stationed abroad fluctuates, their distribution has been strikingly static for close to three quarters of a century now.


Conclusion

When the United States wants to go to war, it clearly prefers to do so with the backing of the UN, which it got in the cases of the Korean War, the First Gulf War, and Afghanistan. Yet, when Russian or Chinese objections make Security Council approval difficult or impossible, every American administration has in some cases clearly and openly violated international law. Given the centrality of rules regarding the use of force for the system of international law, this renders doubtful any claims that American grand strategy is based on maintaining a “rules-based international order.” A few major American conflicts, in which the United States defends a sovereign nation against an attack, such as Korea, Vietnam, and the First Gulf War, are consistent with caring about international law. Yet the United States is just as often on the other side, invading a country that in no way threatens America or its allies without UN approval.

In fact, the record makes clear that not only does the United States not set a good example for other nations to follow, but it is an outlier in how it treats other countries. During the Cold War, the United States attempted on average approximately two covert regime changes a year. It is the only nation in the world that uses military force to remove governments it does not like as a regular part of its foreign policy. The countries of the Greater Middle East, at least since the attacks of 9/11, can be divided into the categories of allies and candidates for regime change, with some overlap between the two classes. The United States removed the governments of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, while trying to do the same in Syria. In Iran, regime change has been at times a sort of de facto policy, depending on the administration. The United States has also sought to remove the government of Venezuela, and there are perhaps other recent cases of attempted regime change we have not yet learned about. In practically none of these instances can an even plausible case be made that the targeted state has threatened American national security.

American policy does not appear to be driven by a quest for global supremacy either. This is particularly true in the conflicts since the end of the Cold War. Afghanistan can be justified as part of the war on terror. Iraq did not in any way increase American power; in fact it empowered Iran. The United States was not even willing or able to ensure that American corporations would profit from Iraq’s oil reserves, discrediting the claim of anti-war activists that the United States was spilling “blood for oil” (Walt 2009). In Libya, Mummar al-Gadhaffi had made a surprise announcement in late 2003 to dismantle his weapons of mass destruction (WMD) program. He became an ally in the war on terror and made amends for terrorist attacks decades earlier as Libya was declared a success for the Bush administration (MacLeod 2006). When he was overthrown in 2011, it was a clear signal to every other dictator in the world who might otherwise be tempted to trust the United States on matters of national security. North Korean officials years later specifically cited Libya as a reason not to give up their nuclear deterrent (Specia and Sanger 2018).

To describe the use of force as fitting into an American grand strategy begs the question of what kind of strategy is being pursued. The two main schools of thought in the literature have been liberal internationalism and primacy. Yet American interventions have undermined international law more than they have enforced it, and consumed the resources of the country for no geostrategic advantage. Often, they have created or exacerbated civil wars, as in the cases of Syria, Iraq, and Libya. In some instances, like the war in Serbia, American efforts may have had a net humanitarian benefit. Nonetheless, policy goals, which certainly exist, are not the same thing as grand strategy. The latter involves combining diplomatic, economic, and military resources toward certain well-defined ends over a significant period of time, while the former can exist without reference to other policies, past and present. The American pattern of troop deployment abroad also does not fit into a story of grand strategy. We see remarkable continuity, from the early 1950s to today, indicating that what happened in World War II and its aftermath matters more than anything that has happened since.

Issues surrounding troop deployments and the use of force are supposed to be areas of foreign policy where we see the most evidence for a grand strategy (Milner and Tingley 2015). Unlike areas such as military spending and budgets, in which interest groups can easily influence Congress, the executive branch is more likely to behave as a unitary actor, and it has nearly total control of when and where the United States goes to war. Even here, however, we see foreign policy being made in a way that is compatible with the short-term political and bureaucratic interests of decision-makers. While we see immediate policy goals, there is little evidence of an integration of various forms of American power toward a long-term vision of global order across administrations. While this chapter shows how the ways in which the United States uses force abroad are inconsistent with any plausible grand strategy, Chapter 4 goes a step further, showing that when it comes to dealing with rival powers, American economic and military policies can work at cross-purposes, meaning that US foreign policy does not meet the definition of rationality.




4Build, then balanceThe United States and its rivals
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In December 1930, New York Times correspondent Walter Duranty published an interview with Joseph Stalin. After pressing the Soviet dictator on whether socialist and capitalist nations could peacefully coexist, the reporter asked about the possibility of the United States finally deciding to recognize his government. What did Stalin have to say to those in the United States who subscribed to the “arming-the-burglar” theory, which said that it was foolish to help build up a state that was led by people who wanted to overthrow the Constitution and end the American way of life? Stalin responded by pointing out how little sense that made, since the Americans already “provide equipment and technical help, don’t they?” Indeed, given that American businesses and corporations had for a decade helped make Soviet industrialization possible, it was reasonable to ask why Washington would not simply recognize the government that the private sector was helping to build.

When the Bolsheviks seized Russia in 1917, it set off a panic among American business and political elites who saw the new regime in Moscow and the ideas it spread as a threat to everything they believed about building a fair, prosperous, and just society (see Bendersky 2008; Filene 1967). A nation that prided itself on its belief in democracy, free markets, and Christianity was shaken when the largest empire in the world was seized by a movement that was dictatorial, communist, and atheistic, so much so that the immediate aftermath of the Bolshevik Revolution is remembered as the “Red Scare” in the United States, culminating in the Sedition Act of 1918 (Murray 1955). To President Wilson, the Soviet regime was “the negation of everything that is American” (Browder 1953:13). At the highest levels of the American government, Wilson and his two successors refused to even recognize the Soviet Union, a policy that was not changed until Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) came into office in 1933.

Yet just a few years after the Bolshevik Revolution, American business leaders would be the figures whose technology was helping to industrialize the Soviet Union, the nation that, along with the United States, would within three decades be the last superpower standing after World War II had crippled the empires of Germany, Japan, France, and Great Britain. As implied by Stalin, the industrialization of the Soviet Union would have been impossible without American trade and technology transfer, as by the time he spoke the United States had for over a decade been providing desperately needed goods and expertise (Bailes 1981). Why did the United States help build a state that had the size and ideological motivation to be its greatest rival on the world stage? And what can this tell us about how the United States makes foreign policy more generally?

One can see why Stalin was baffled by American behavior. According to conventional theories of international relations, this should not have happened. States, and superpowers in particular, are rational actors, meaning that the different things that a country does tend to be directed toward certain goals, whatever they are. According to Gray (2007:186), grand strategy “refers to the purposeful employment of all of the assets of a state, not only to the use of the military instrument.” The idea that grand strategy involves integrating various components of national power is common to practically all definitions of the concept (Silove 2018; Posen 2014:1–2; Dueck 2008:9–10). Yet while American leaders worried about the Soviet Union, they did little to stop American industrialists and businessmen from helping to build that country into the superpower that it would become.

Perhaps pre-World War II, the United States did not have a coherent grand strategy, some might argue, as this was an era that is often criticized for its isolationism (Olson 2013:65–74; Hurt 2008:2–16; Fensterwald 1958; Donovan 1951). According to Posen (2007), it was after the end of the Cold War, and especially in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, that the United States adopted “primacy” as its grand strategy. Yet since the early 1990s, the United States has faced China, with its billion plus people and dictatorial regime, as its main potential or actual long-term rival, a fact widely recognized for decades, including by many in the American government (White House 1993; Roy 1994). Yet once again, a rival superpower achieved its status in part through trade with and technology transfer from the United States, with the American government finding itself trying to balance against the threat decades later. In a way, American behavior toward China in the years immediately after the Cold War was more coherent than its behavior toward the early Soviet Union, in that the Clinton and Bush administrations advocated for integrating the potential rival into the world order, rather than passively letting trade happen. At the same time, this poses an even bigger mystery for theories of grand strategy, as it does not explain why the United States did not pull troops out of East Asia if it believed free trade led to peace, nor why it did not pursue the logic of engagement with other adversaries.

This chapter explores how the United States has dealt with two emerging powers over the last century. While there are a number of cases one could choose from, it uses the public choice framework to explain how the United States reacted to the rise of the Soviet Union from the time of the Bolshevik Revolution to official recognition (1917–1933) and China, from the collapse of the Soviet Union to the end of the Obama administration (1990–2016). This chapter chooses these cases because they present “tough cases” for the public choice argument (Levy 2008; Bennett and Elman 2007). There are two reasons why we would have expected a coherent grand strategy to have emerged toward both countries. First, both states, with large populations and leaders who served as communist dictators, posed foreseeable potential threats to American power (Eberstadt 1990). The Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic ruled over about 138 million people in 1920, making it 30% larger than the United States, and China was at over 1.1 billion in 1990. The Soviets had in the aftermath of World War I supported and inspired socialist revolutions or widespread social unrest in Austria, Germany, Hungary, and Italy (Kotkin 2015:323–325). While China did not seek to similarly export its ideology worldwide, it did still have unresolved border issues with its neighbors, some of which are American allies, that have continued to this day. Furthermore, many Americans, including those at the highest level of government, perceived and talked about the threat in both cases from the beginning of each period studied.

The second reason that these are difficult cases is that the United States had, relatively speaking, a long period of time to respond to both countries. Nazi Germany from 1933 on might have been seen as a similar threat, yet it was only six years between Hitler’s seizure of power and the beginning of World War II. Thus, although many American businessmen, financiers, and corporations did help in the German economic recovery throughout the 1930s (Sutton 2010), one could argue that the United States did not have enough time before World War II to marshal all aspects of national power toward a coherent grand strategy. There can be no such excuse in the cases of the Soviet Union and China, in which the United States had at least a decade and a half in order to think about and respond to the potential threat.

Of course, in neither case were those who advocated for economic ties with the Soviet Union or China, or their intellectual opponents, devoid of rational arguments. Indeed, the similarities between the two cases are striking, with many in the United States calling for a civilizing mission toward the communist rival. Yet I show in this chapter that this makes little sense as motivation for American policy. In the case of the Soviet Union, the view that trade with that nation was good was not shared by those at the top of the government; they simply failed to prevent it from happening. When faced with the rise of China, American leaders did emphasize that worldview, and business was actively encouraged to engage in trade. Yet this theory of the world, that engagement with potential rivals is better than isolation, has not been applied to other countries. If trade and economic openness would make China into a capitalist democracy, why could US engagement not do the same in the post-Cold War era for North Korea, Iraq, and Iran? Public choice theory explains the difference; China was a large country with which trade was already established, while other rogue states have been poor with relatively little to be gained from engagement. Moreover, the United States in the military realm did not act as if it was confident that China would democratize and not translate its growing economic power into increasing military capabilities.

This chapter begins with a discussion of what kind of behavior we would expect toward potential rivals under the unitary actor model compared to the public choice model. In a world in which the United States sought primacy, it would have tried to prevent each rival from building itself up militarily and economically. If it adopted a more isolationist or cooperative stance, it should have avoided such policies. The public choice perspective predicts that the United States would do a combination of both, depending on which concentrated interests have more to gain or lose at the point at which any particular decision is made. Concentrated interests make profits off trade, while the military bureaucracy gains prestige and resources from checking a potential rival once the threat has matured, and military contractors need reasons to justify larger budgets. Thus, in the early stages of the rise of a potential rival, the United States should encourage or at least fail to stand in the way of businesses seeking to trade with the country in question. As the rising state emerges as a political, economic, and military power, it should be balanced against militarily. After presenting these two ways of predicting American policy toward rivals, this chapter goes on to discuss the cases of the Soviet Union and China.

The role of ideas has been important, but not in the straightforward way usually assumed. In each case, some in the United States made the case for how engagement served the national interest, while others took the opposite position. Those in favor of trade and technological transfer have argued that their preferred policies would eventually lead to a liberalization of the country in question (Bailes 1981; Nye 1995:100–101; Baker 1991:9, 16; Papayoanou and Kastner 1999), a point of view that has been called “selective engagement” (Art 1999). Thus, it could be argued that while the United States had a coherent grand strategy in each case, leaders just happened to be wrong (Indyk, Lieberthal, and O’Hanlon 2012:32–33; Mearsheimer 2010:393). The unitary actor model, after all, does not require that states be wise, but that they have a coherent strategy that makes sense given their preferences and goals. In each case, however, it is a mistake to take claims about selective engagement at face value and consider it as a grand strategy of the United States. The idea that trade and greater openness toward a regime will liberalize it is believed only when the theory is particularly convenient for concentrated interests. Thus, the United States has selectively engaged with China but not with other dictatorships, in a way that cannot be explained by ideology per se, but is the result of ideology justifying preexisting interests.


International relations (IR) theory and rival powers

Few questions have fascinated IR scholars like the issue of whether power shifts inherently make armed conflict more likely (Kim and Morrow 1992; Debs and Monteiro 2014; Toft 2007). One power rising relative to the other is associated with several related phenomena that have been singled out as causes for war, including the existence of commitment problems (Wolford, Reiter, and Carrubba 2011; Powell 2006), uncertainty regarding the intentions or capabilities of others (Mearsheimer 2001), asymmetric information about the same (Rauchhaus 2006; Reed 2003), and revisionist desires on the part of states (Davidson 2016; Konyshev and Sergunin 2014; Johnston 2003; Schweller 1994). Thus, the study of history in order to shed light on issues important to IR scholars is to a certain extent the story of how nations have reacted to one another during power transitions (e.g., Nye 2004; Mearsheimer 2001).

How to deal with actual and potential rivals is also the focus of more policy-oriented work. Among American scholars, disagreements exist along two axes: first, how much to pay attention to rival powers relative to other concerns and, second, the degree to which the United States should seek to check or engage with such states. On the first axis, during the Cold War many IR scholars argued that the United States should not involve itself in countries like Vietnam, as they did not matter for long-term American security (Kennan 1972:218–219). Others put forth the “domino theory,” in which regimes falling to communism would imperil long-term American security (Girling 1967), or argued that a limited war could be justified as proportional to the limited interest in certain developing countries (Wolf 1972). Echoes of these debates continue into the modern era with disputes over the extent to which the United States should involve itself in the affairs of the Middle East, relative to focusing its diplomatic, economic, and financial resources toward dealing with the challenges of a growing China (Layne 2009; Mearsheimer 2010). Art (2013:140–141, 169) splits the difference with his advocacy of “selective engagement,” an American grand strategy that balances against China and ensures freedom of trade in the Persian Gulf while avoiding ground wars such as Iraq.

The second axis of the grand strategy debate regarding how America should deal with potential rivals is the extent to which the United States should seek engagement or rely on military pressure and force. Mearsheimer (2010, 2014a) rejects the idea that China can peacefully rise even in theory, as states can never be sure of one another’s intentions, and even if they are, they cannot predict who will be in power years into the future. Thus, the United States and China would each be irrational to trust the other, and there is little reason to expect them to. The opposite view is made perhaps most convincingly by Kang (2007, 2010), who argues that pessimism regarding the rise of China and what it means for international politics is based on analysis that is too quick to generalize from recent Western history, and a focus on power politics that neglects the role of culture and ideas.

At a distance from these academic debates, American leaders since the end of the Cold War have been said to have adopted two kinds of grand strategy, yet they are often in conflict with one another, with the emphasis being put on one doctrine or the other depending on the administration in power (Posen and Ross 1997). As discussed in Chapter 2, primacy means “ensuring the United States stays the world’s number one power–the diplomatic, economic, and military leader” (Thayer 2006:32). According to Walt (2006:33–40), “the central goal of U.S. foreign policy since the end of the Cold War has been to consolidate, and where possible, to enhance its present position.” It has done this by investing enough in its military to head off any potential rival, maintaining bases across the world, and using international institutions to coordinate joint action with allies.

At the same time, the ideals of liberal internationalism continue to be very important in influencing American behavior, particularly with regard to the use of force. Indeed, a strong argument can be made that a large portion of the major interventions of the post-Cold War era have had no strategic purpose other than protecting American “values,” a formulation that appears to have been created to translate humanitarian concerns into the language of grand strategy. The interventions in Somalia (1993), the former Yugoslavia (on and off from 1992 to 1999), Haiti (2004), Libya (2011), and Syria (2012–2018) all seem to fall into this category.

Other aspects of American power have also been used in order to promote capitalism and democracy. The two most costly interventions of the post-Cold War era, in Afghanistan and Iraq, began as part of the war on terror but soon became nation-building exercises, in which the well-being, stability, and economic growth of the occupied state became goals in and of themselves. The expansion of NATO was seen as a way to lock in and consolidate gains in Eastern Europe on that same front (Sarotte 2019). Violations of human rights are used to justify sanctions on certain states, and financial leverage is used to encourage economic reform through aid provided directly by either the United States or Western institutions such as the World Bank (Santiso 2001).

It must be noted, however, that primacy and liberal internationalism appear to be incompatible in the long run. Nothing guarantees that the United States will always be the world’s leading economic power. If the goal is to help other countries become wealthier through adopting the economic and political system that we believe created American success, the question becomes what happens if they follow our lead, and do indeed reap the benefits of democratic capitalism? What guarantees that they will allow the United States to continue to be the premier military power, once it is in second or third place economically? Primacy makes sense to the extent to which the United States is also prepared to prevent the economic rise of other states, as economic power can always be translated into military and diplomatic power at a later date (Mearsheimer 2001). Clear counterexamples to the idea that economic strength will be translated into military power exist in the cases of Germany and Japan after World War II, yet both of these nations continue to be under American occupation and have developed constitutions and even cultures committed to pacifism (Hudson 2015; Dower 2000). Even if, as theories of liberal engagement assume, economic growth leads to democratization, no theory has been put forth as to why democratization should be associated with the acceptance of American leadership. We know that democracies can seek out global military dominance, with the United States itself being the clearest example of this.

How can one reconcile the two seemingly opposing ideologies of primacy and engagement? The public choice perspective presents one possible solution. In this framework, there is no need for different components of American foreign policy to be tuned toward achieving the same goals. Domestic interest groups have a stake in trade liberalization, particularly businesses seeking out financial profit. They do not have to compete for influence with the groups that have a more direct role in the outcome of issues such as those surrounding American military posture. The national security bureaucracy and government contractors want money funneled to them. In theory, a foreign rival of the rising power might seek to lobby the American government to prevent the United States from trading with it, but the rising power itself will be just as able to lobby, and its stake in the outcome of the policy decision should be greater than those of its rivals, who would at most be trying to head off a potential threat.

Once that country rises, however, one of two things happens. First, geopolitical events may force a temporary grand strategy on the United States, and it either allies with the rising power or treats it as a rival. If this does not happen and things proceed as normal, then concentrated interests have an incentive to engage in threat inflation. They should recommend and advocate dealing with the threat they have emphasized in ways that benefit themselves: doubling down on military alliances and larger military budgets rather than trying to, for example, undo the economic gains that the rival has made. Thus, a schizophrenic policy develops in which the United States allows rivals to rise economically while seeking to prevent an increase of diplomatic power and military capabilities proportional to their new economic status. While such policies are incoherent from the perspective of a grand strategy pursued by a unitary actor, they make sense from the public choice perspective. As will be seen, the cases of the Soviet Union and China both support the public choice rather than grand strategy framework.


Nonrecognition and technology transfer: the Soviet Union (1917–1933)

In February 1917, in the midst of the Great War, the 300-year-old Romanov dynasty came to an end. Russia continued in its war effort, however, discrediting the provisional government, and in October of that year the Bolsheviks led by Vladimir Lenin staged a coup in Petrograd. Over the next six years the new regime put down multiple armed challenges to its power across Eurasia (Lincoln 1989). The collapse of the Russian Empire and its replacement with the Soviet Union had psychological repercussions across the West that went beyond those of other revolutions, as short-lived socialist states appeared in Hungary and Bavaria and other major powers came to worry about the long-term destabilizing influences of the Soviet Union, its propaganda, and the example it set for other enemies of the contemporary order. The problem “was not simply that Russia had collapsed but that she had been overcome by a virulent disease” (Thompson 2015:11–14). Western leaders such as President Wilson, British Prime Minister Lloyd George, and French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau saw similar revolutions breaking out across the West as a real possibility and began to plan accordingly.

American leaders consistently emphasized the unacceptable nature of the communist regime, and administrations until FDR were practically united in recognizing the Soviet Union as a threat to Western Civilization. Woodrow Wilson celebrated the February revolution that brought down the Czar and welcomed the establishment of the provisional government, actually making the United States the first country to give it official recognition and declaring that Russia had now become a “fit partner” in the struggle against autocracy (Filene 1967:9–12, 23–28; Powaski 1997:5–6).1 Yet by 1919 he was talking of Bolshevism as a “poison” that has “gotten into the veins of this free people” (Browder 1953:13). It was a “mistake and it must be resisted as all mistakes must be resisted” (Powaski 1997:29). President Hoover likewise declared that it was impossible to even recognize the “murderous tyranny” of the Soviet Union without “stimulating actionist radicalism in every country in Europe” and “transgressing on every National ideal of our own” (Little 1983:378–379; Powaski 1997:33). According to Bainbridge Colby, Wilson’s last Secretary of State (1920–1921), the Soviet government was “based upon the negation of every principle of honor and good faith, and every usage and convention underlying the whole structure of international law…” (Powaski 1997:29). His successor Charles Evans Hughes (1921–1925) warned that “those in control of Moscow have not given up their original purpose of destroying existing governments wherever they can do so throughout the world” (Little 1983:378–379). This rhetorical condemnation was accompanied by action at the highest levels of government. Between November 1919 and January 1920, Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer carried out an operation that arrested 10,000 suspected radicals, of which hundreds were deported (Renshaw 1968:68–69; Powaski 1997:28), actions that most historians and scholars consider illegal and the culmination of what is in retrospect called the “Red Scare” (Murray 1955). When a Soviet citizen named Ludwig Martens appeared in New York in 1919 with a letter signed by Foreign Minister Georgy Chicherin declaring him a Soviet envoy, he was arrested and deported the next year as a hostile alien (Browder 1953:13–15).

The Soviet Union had repudiated debts held by previous Russian governments in February 1918. The new regime also moved to seize Allied war supplies from Archangel, which the Western powers had agreed to deliver to the provisional government but had not been paid for. In March, the Soviet Congress passed a resolution calling for the overthrow of all “bourgeois” governments, which the Bolshevik leader Grigory Zinoviev said had “slapped the President of the United States in the face” (Powaski 1997:10–13). In August 1920, Secretary Colby wrote a note to the Italian ambassador that has been “marked as a fundamental watershed” that most clearly put into words the American policy of nonrecognition (Siegel and Sibley 1996:46–47). While outstanding Russian debts were ostensibly the main reason for nonrecognition, private and public statements from those in various administrations indicated that hatred for the regime and what it represented played no small role.

Despite this, efforts to actually harm the new state were minimal to nonexistent. The United States opposed a French and British blockade of the new government in 1919, and while it involved itself in the Russian Civil War by sending troops to the far east to protect Czecho-Slovak troops that it hoped would help in the Allied war effort, before pulling out in 1920, Wilson’s intervention was less extensive than what Great Britain and France wanted, with the American president giving in to his allies because he needed to maintain good relations on the Western Front while explicitly rejecting the idea that the United States would work toward regime change (Trani 1976:442–445; Browder 1953:7–19; Siegel and Sibley 1996:40–45). In fact, within a few short years the United States – that is, American society and business more than the government – would be the key driving force behind Soviet industrialization. When famine caused by the effects of war and communist economic policy hit Russia, the American Relief Administration sent $50 million in desperately needed aid that “may have saved the Bolshevik regime from a counter-revolution” (Powaski 1997:30).2 These efforts were said to have preserved over 10 million Soviet lives (Siegel and Sibley 1996:57).

After Martens, the Soviet envoy, placed tentative orders with American companies, the State Department put out statements saying that Americans could not trust the government in Moscow to honor its contracts and reminding them that it remained unrecognized by the United States (Browder 1953:14). Yet in July 1920 the United States lifted most restrictions on trade with the Soviet Union, with the State Department still emphasizing that doing so did not imply recognition of the regime and warning once again that any Americans trading with Russia did so at their own risk (New York Times 1920; Siegel and Sibley 1996:46). Why did the United States, during a period in which many lived in fear of the ideological threat from the Soviet Union, allow businesses to trade with that nation? At the time of the decision, multiple media sources attributed to the State Department the view that although the move was symbolic in nature and would do little to increase trade, it would refute “Bolshevist propaganda” that the United States was starving the Russian people (New York Times 1920; Hawley 1920; San Francisco Chronicle 1920). It was made known that, upon the announcement, the State Department had received not a single request for an export license to trade with the Soviet Union (Baltimore Sun 1920).

Yet this seems hard to interpret as consistent with any form of grand strategy, at a time when “anticommunist sentiment in the United States was at its crest” (Siegel and Sibley 1996:1). Even if what the State Department argued was true in the short term, on what basis could American leaders believe that the Soviet Union would never be able to benefit from trade with the United States? Could the fact that the State Department had not received any requests for licenses to trade with the Soviet Union, immediately upon the lifting of the ban, be reasonably taken as an indication that Lenin and his government would not be able to profitably trade with the United States at some later date? Given that the Soviet Union was in the midst of a Civil War in its own country and a war with Poland, it did not take much in terms of foresight or regional expertise to understand that if the Bolsheviks were not able to benefit much from the lifting of the embargo in summer 1920, the situation could easily change in a short period of time.

The State Department explanation also makes little sense from the perspective of already-existing trade between the two countries, and the lobbying efforts of American business. In fact, between mid-April and mid-October 1920, a six-month period that included the last two and a half months of the embargo, the United States was responsible for one-fifth of the value of all goods imported into Russia (Siegel and Sibley 1996:26). Before the end of the blockade, the State Department received letters from “the Packard Motor Car Company, Duplex Machine Company, J.I. Case Threshing Company, White Truck Company, Lederle Antitoxin Laboratories, and the B.T. Babbitt Soap Works” asking to be allowed to trade with the Soviet Union (Siegel and Sibley 1996:28). It is unclear on what basis the State Department could have believed that it knew more about the potential business plans of these companies than they themselves did.

Thus, when the embargo was lifted, there was every reason to believe that American businesses would start before long engaging in substantial trade with the Soviet Union, based on a pre-existing desire to do so and the foreseeable fact that the country would recover from its current conflicts. Given the lack of geostrategic justification for allowing trade with the Soviet Union, and the clear inadequacy of the semiofficial explanation that the move was only symbolic in nature, responsiveness toward lobbying is the only plausible explanation as to why US businesses began to be allowed to trade with what was seen by American leaders as a potential adversary. In an era before a large permanent national security bureaucracy and the government contractors that profit from it, parties that should not care much about trade policy anyway, the business lobby was the only notable faction with a concentrated interest in expanding trade with the Soviet Union. First-hand accounts testify to the important role that business interests played in opening up the Soviet Union. Loy Henderson, who worked in the East European Division at State, complained that the most time-consuming part of his job in the 1920s was paying attention to developments in Soviet Russia, and being cognizant of pressure from Congress encouraging that they “move in the direction of recognition without having to be pushed…” (Siegel and Sibley 1996:52).

The Bolsheviks themselves saw American business interests as key to them being able to benefit from trade with the United States. “Lenin realized that there were marked differences between the outlooks of reluctant government officials and those of profit-seeking businessmen, and he sought to take advantage of them” (Siegel and Sibley 1996:1).3 In February 1920, he singled out the United States as key to Soviet development, saying that “[w]e will need American industrial goods–locomotives, automobiles, etc.–more than those of any other country” (Gaddis 1990:91). Speaking before the Eighth Congress of Soviets, Chicherin told delegates not to worry, as the incoming administration of Warren G. Harding was controlled by business interests and would therefore encourage trade with Russia (Browder 1953:15; Filene 1967:113). He was correct in his assessment, as the Harding administration, with Hoover as the Secretary of Commerce, lobbied on behalf of American exports despite the lack of official recognition (Siegel and Sibley 1996:63–65).

It did not take long for American trade and technology to begin helping industrialize the Soviet Union. In 1924–1925, the United States was the number one exporter to the USSR, and fell to only second place for the next four years (Browder 1953:25). The high point in trade would be 1930, a year in which approximately a quarter of Soviet imported goods came from the United States (Bailes 1981:432). In 1924, US imports from Russia increased seven times over the previous year, and then doubled again by 1925 (Filene 1967:117).

Yet more important in terms of geopolitical consequences than trade that improved Soviet living standards was the transfer of American technology and management expertise. Already during the Russian Civil War, the Trans-Siberian Railway was run by an American-led commission that kept the line running through management techniques brought over from the United States (Bailes 1981:425–426). The Soviet Union signed 117 technical aid contracts during 1920–1930, and more than half of them were with American companies, a number that would rise to 60% of the 218 contracts from 1930 to 1945 (Bailes 1981:433). Between 1924 and 1934, the number of tractors in operation in the Soviet Union went from 1,000 to 200,000, with the majority of the latter number having either been imported from the United States or manufactured in factories under American guidance or supervision (Dalrymple 1964:191).

Stalin in 1928 introduced the First Five-Year Plan for rapid industrialization, followed by the second in 1933 (Kotkin 2017:28–29). At the cost of massive government coercion and millions of deaths from famine and forced labor, total industrial output more than doubled during each of them (Dobb 1953:368). The resulting increase in industrial output “was mostly gained by drawing upon the experience and advanced technologies of industrialized countries, largely the United States” (Naleszkiewicz 1966:55). In fact, “the capitalist powers not only sold their best technology to the Communist regime, they continued doing so even after the Soviets were found to be violating contracts by purchasing designs for one factory and using them for others, trickery that was amply recorded in indignant internal foreign company records…” (Kotkin 2015:733). Some of the most influential American elites of the era profited from trade with the Soviet Union. W. Averell Harriman, the future Secretary of Commerce, State Department official, and Governor of New York, in 1925 received the exclusive rights to mine the Chiaturi manganese deposits in Georgia, which had supplied half of the world’s output in 1913, for 20 years (Filene 1967:116–117).

Although Harriman’s dispute with the Soviet government caused the contract to be canceled, many of the era’s most iconic names in American capitalism had better luck dealing with the new regime. Among these was Henry Ford, who came to play a major role in the creation of the Soviet automobile industry and even the public imagination of that country. According to one observer in 1927, “more people in Russia have heard of Henry Ford than of Stalin” (Bailes 1981:435). A few years later, another writer would state that “[i]f Lenin is Russia’s God today, Ford is its St. Peter” (Filene 1967:124). While these may have been exaggerations, factory workers were known to carry pictures of Ford, alongside the faces of Lenin, Marx, and Stalin, during parades (Bailes 1981:436). In 1926, the Soviet Union invited Ford Motor Company to send a delegation to their country in order to set up a repair facility (Naleszkiewicz 1966:63; Parker 1980:516). The delegation recommended against building a plant, yet in 1929 Ford signed a contract with the Soviet government through intermediaries that involved providing plant layouts, equipping them, and providing models that could be used for a factory that would make 100,000 cars a year. It required his company to make available to the Soviets not only all patents it currently owned, but all new patents registered over the course of the contract, which was to last nine years (Holliday 2019:ch. 5; Filene 1967:120). The Ford Corporation thus “virtually created the Soviet automobile industry” (Powaski 1997:41). The company itself estimated in 1927 that it had built 85% of the trucks and tractors in Russia (Naleszkiewicz 1966:63). The gains in productivity were so massive that between the end of the First Five-Year Plan (1932) and the end of the Second Five-Year Plan (1937), the number of motor vehicles in the Soviet Union went from 71,000 to 554,000 (Parker 1980:517). There were only 600 tractors in all of Russia in 1913; in 1930 there were about 100 times as many (Bailes 1981:436).

The production of steel and iron is so vital to modern militaries that the widely used Composite Index of National Capability (CINC) considers it one of only six factors that determine the overall power of a state (Fordham 2011; Kim 2010).4 The Russian steel industry in the Ural Mountains was created by three American companies. Steel is made from iron, which itself depends on a process in which iron ore is mixed with coal and placed in a blast furnace. Before the arrival of US firms, the substantial ore deposits of the Ural Mountains along with the coal deposits elsewhere in the country were nothing more than “untouched sources of raw material” for the Soviet Union; with American help they became the basis of a formidable iron and steel industry (Naleszkiewicz 1966:56–59). The site chosen for the main metallurgical plant was on the bank of the Ural River, but because the river was too wide, the Soviet Union needed to construct a mile-long dam. McKee & Company constructed both the necessary dam and plant, which became operational in 1931, through a contract signed in March 1930 for what became the largest Soviet project of the First Five-Year Plan. The Russians would use the plans from this plant to construct others in their country (Naleszkiewicz 1966:63).

Primary energy consumption is another one of the six factors used to calculate national power through the CINC index. As in the case of the production of steel, which saw massive increases due to American help, “the development of the electrical industry in the Soviet Union is largely the story of General Electric’s technical aid program” (Naleszkiewicz 1966:67). The building of the Dnieper Dam, during its time the largest hydroelectric project in the world, was built through consultation with the company of Hugh Cooper, an American who was the chief engineer of similar projects in Washington and Tennessee, with practically all electrical equipment installed coming from the United States (Bailes 1981:439–440).

Soviet leaders acknowledged the American role in building up their country. Stalin in 1933 would say, “The Americans have helped us a great deal. This we must acknowledge. They helped us better and more boldly than others” (Bailes 1981:435). The Soviet leader also said that “the essence of Leninism” was “the combination of Soviet revolutionary sweep with American technology” (Link 2012:124). American products were everywhere, from the uppermost echelons of the regime to the peasant farmer who made use of imported equipment. Upon taking complete power after Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin bought Lincolns, Buicks, and Cadillacs for the regime’s use, along with the Packard, the leader’s favorite vehicle, for himself (Kotkin 2015:541). Within the Soviet Union, the terms “Americanization” and “industrialization” came to be used interchangeably (Sorokin 2007:168).

Few individuals illustrate the contradictions in American policy like Stepan Dybets (Link 2012:152–153). Born in the Ukraine, he emigrated to the United States at age 20, joined the Industrial Workers of the World union, and was deported back to his native country under the Espionage Act of 1917. He joined the Bolshevik party in 1918, and in 1929 visited the Ford Motor Company as a representative of the Soviet Union. In 1934, he became the head of the Soviet automobile and tractor industry. Thus, an immigrant who had been deported from the United States because the government considered his political activities too dangerous would in a little over a decade be collaborating with American businesses in order to help build a rival power ruled by the same ideology that had supposedly endangered US national security.


The role of ideology

While American political leaders looked at the new Soviet government with fear, businessmen and corporations who stood to profit from trade unsurprisingly came to a different view about the nature of that regime. In 1921, Lenin introduced the New Economic Policy (NEP), a collection of free market reforms that took a step away from centralized planning. Small private enterprises were allowed, and forced grain acquisition was replaced with a tax on farmers. The NEP opened the door to foreign capital, which came in and helped improve Soviet living standards, arguably stabilizing the regime.

Naturally, many wondered why conservative American businessmen of the 1920s and 1930s would do business with the center of world communism. While the profit motive was the most important factor explaining their behavior, many of them did offer ideological and moral justifications for what they were doing. In order to explain his dealings with Russia, Henry Ford told a business magazine that:


Russia is beginning to build. It makes little difference what theory is back of the real work, for in the long run facts will control. I believe it is our duty to help any people who want to go to work and become self-supporting.

(Filene 1967:121)


More efficient methods of production would thus lead to the greater availability of consumer goods under a communist system just as it did in the United States. Years earlier, he had declared that “[n]ature has vetoed the whole Soviet Republic,” as it had to since the system denied “the right to the fruits of labor” (Filene 1967:120). Communism could not succeed because the theories it was based on were false; American businessmen could help Russia evolve toward a better form of economic organization.

Filene (1967:128) argues that American business leaders and Soviet officials shared a common set of values in the 1920s, namely, “respect for the machine and its power, a promise of liberty, equality, and prosperity by means of man’s mastery of the machine, and, finally, a sense of supramaterial purpose and inevitability in the success of their economic programs.” While the communist theory of history taught that capitalism would one day bring about socialism, Ford and other business leaders held on to a similar idea, except with things moving in the opposite direction. Once exposed to capitalism and capitalists, Russia would move away from communism.

Here Ford echoed not only many other business leaders, but also some government officials opposed to the official policy of nonrecognition. Dr. E. Dana Durand, a top State Department official, recommended to President Hoover in 1930 that “the quickest way to bring about the desired reforms is by participating in commerce and investment” (Siegel and Sibley 1996:64). Nonetheless, nonrecognition continued because most foreign policy elites did not take a similar view. The optimism that Ford and others had regarding how capitalism could change the Soviet system may have reflected a need to alleviate cognitive dissonance as much as it was based on a reasonable assessment of the situation. Even here, this optimism was mostly limited to the business community, and until the Roosevelt administration most executive branch officials continued to operate under the assumption that normalizing relations with the Soviet Union would only strengthen it.


The Cold War

By the end of the 1920s, the Soviet Union had come to realize that the extent of its trade with the United States had undercut the case for recognition. It thus made a conscious decision to redirect trade away from the United States and toward Germany. The Soviets cut purchases from the United States by 44.6% between October 1929 and March 1930 and the same period one year later (Haslam 1983:53–54; Browder 1953:72–83; Ropes 1943:92). As the 1930s progressed, the United States and the Soviet Union also saw themselves inching closer together as both governments perceived potential threats from Imperial Japan and Nazi Germany. FDR recognized the Soviet Union in 1933, with geopolitics and trade concerns likely both playing a role in that decision. This inquiry will skip over the period of 1933–1945, as the events of the time focused the American government on foreign affairs, and thrust leaders into a historical role in which geopolitics came to largely drive decision-making as a global war became first a distinct possibility and then a reality. The incentive structure of politicians changes when the country is locked in a war that is seen as existential in nature, and unquestionably American military, diplomatic, and economic tools were largely aimed toward the same goals during this time period.

Although it is not the main focus here, it is worth considering briefly certain aspects of the Cold War that have been largely overlooked by most historians and speak to the public choice model. While the circumstances of the period immediately before, during, and shortly after World War II may have forced the American government to engage in strategic thinking, the prolonged and uncertain nature of the Cold War should have given concentrated interests the opportunity to push for narrow goals that caused various American policies to work at cross-purposes. The public choice perspective helps explain the default state of government, with the framework only breaking down during the periods in which leaders are most focused on foreign affairs and the long-term consequences of their actions. Once the crisis is over, however, Olson’s theory of groups begins to reassert itself.

Within a few years upon the completion of World War II, “containment” of the Soviet Union became the focus of American foreign policy. That nation was no longer only a potential threat to the United States based on its size and ruling ideology; after 1945 it was, along with the United States, the last superpower standing, and had succeeded in installing communist governments across Eastern Europe. While the main focus of this chapter is on the period before that point in time, two important things about the Cold War are worth nothing for what they say about the public choice framework for understanding US foreign policy.

First of all, the effects of the original decision to allow American firms to trade with the Soviet Union in 1920 would continue to shape geopolitics until the end of the Cold War. Writing in the early 1970s, one historian estimated that “Almost all–possibly 95 percent–of Soviet military vehicles are produced in very large plants originally designed by American engineers in the 1930s” (Sutton 1973:75). By the time the Cold War began, American business practices and technology had already given the Soviet Union fundamental capacities such as steel production and electrification that it could continue to build on. To go from a country with no electricity or motorized vehicles to minimal capacity in these areas is a much larger step than simply improving on existing technologies (Ravichandran, Han, and Mithas 2017; Timmer 2003).

Second, although the cooperation was nowhere near as extensive as it was during the 1920s and the 1930s, even during the Cold War the United States continued to contribute to Soviet development, and, indirectly, to Soviet economic power. During the Cold War, most of NATO and Japan enforced a strategic embargo against communist states, in which businesses would have to apply for a license before exporting any item on the Munitions, Atomic Energy or Industrial List (Hanson 1981:223; Wilczynski 1967:74). In the United States, the basic regime was established by the Export Control Act of 1949 and the Battle Act of 1951 (Spulber 1968:107). Even here, history shows that “any government in control of its economy and population is able to divert ‘civilian’ trade to military purposes” (Mastanduno 1985:511; Randolph 1981:119). In 1982, a State Department official testified to Congress that the agency “exercise[d] considerable care to avoid controls whose principal impact would be economic rather than military” (Mastanduno 1985:525). In other words, in some cases not even exports that had a substantial military use were restricted.

As in the days of Henry Ford, motor vehicles, and the ability to build them, remain a key form of dual-use technology. The Togliatti plant of Volgograd, though created through a partnership with the Italian company Fiat, was built in the late 1960s with three quarters of its technology coming from the United States (Sutton 1973:85). In 1972, $1 billion in licenses was granted for the Kama truck plant (Sutton 1973:80). Nonetheless, and despite Soviet assurances that the latter facility would not be used for military purposes, dozens of Kama trucks were assigned to each Soviet division during the invasion of Afghanistan, and thousands of vehicles produced at the plant would be stationed in Eastern Europe (Randolph 1981:120; US Senate 1982:11).

While many in the defense community put forth warnings about the potential military implications of dual-use technologies, a public choice perspective explains why they generally failed to influence policy. Leaders with short time horizons had little incentive to concentrate on the long-term strategic implications of trade, but would gain in the immediate term from business support and economic growth associated with the exchange of goods. Businesses that wanted to provide goods and services to the communist world had the most incentive to navigate the complex and bureaucratic licensing procedures created in the early years of the Cold War. Leaders may even have believed they were primarily protecting national security; their limited cognitive resources meant that they would have to take many things on faith, and business interests should have been well positioned to frame arguments in ways that made their policy preferences sound consistent with what was imagined to be American grand strategy. Had the national security bureaucracy seen its budget threatened by business interests, the public choice framework would predict that the former would have found it worthwhile to engage in an effective resistance. Because business interests only threatened the coherence of American grand strategy, however, they were able to largely circumvent the restrictions placed on trade with the USSR. Indeed, many defense hawks seem to have known that they were fighting a hopeless battle, as keeping the Soviet Union two to five years behind the United States in electronics was considered a sign of success in the 1980s (Hanson 1981:225). Whatever the original intent of strategic embargo, there was little hope of it creating a major obstacle to Soviet technological and economic development.


US policy toward China (1990–2016)

In the aftermath of World War II, Chinese communist and nationalist forces fought a civil war that culminated in the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. From the very beginning, the United States refused to recognize the new regime, holding that the Kuomintang-led government in Taipei was the legitimate authority of China. Mao Tse-Tsung’s government would save its communist allies from a complete American victory in the Korean War by sending its army south as the United States approached the Yalu River, which served as the border between China and Korea (Jervis 1980). Over the next few decades, the United States and the PRC found themselves close to war over the possession of islands between mainland China and Taiwan, and on opposite sides of Vietnam (Hanania 2017). In 1972, however, the nature of the relationship fundamentally changed when in the midst of Chinese-Soviet hostilities President Nixon decided that the United States should side with the former, a decision that was made in order to balance against the greater enemy. Thus, the phrase “Nixon goes to China” entered the vernacular as the United States came to recognize and trade with the PRC.

Still, China remained a communist state, and relations with the United States were far from tranquil. In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed, thus removing the original justification for the United States and China coming together. In a few years, Kristof (1992–1993:59) would write that “The only group that is paying serious attention to China’s long-term prospects is the business community.” This was not completely true; in addition to Kristof himself, many scholars, analysts, and policymakers saw that China, particularly in the years after Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms, could pose a long-term threat to the United States (Conable and Lampton 1991; Buzan and Segal 1994; Overholt 1994; Horner 1992; Weidenbaum 1993).

In 1979, the United States granted Most Favored Nation (MFN) status to Beijing, subject to the condition that its status would be reviewed every year (Dietrich 1999:284–285). In the wake of the American backlash to the events of Tiananmen Square, the Bush administration beat back congressional efforts to tie MFN status to human rights. The Clinton administration would thus come into office facing pressure from two sides. Many leaders in the administration were advocates of a foreign policy more oriented toward human rights, and several NGOs in the human rights advocacy community saw top officials as allies. At the same time, the Clinton administration was committed to free trade, and received pressure from the three dozen associations that organized themselves into the Business Coalition for U.S.-China Trade (Dietrich 1999:284–287).

Administration policy toward China was initially established through Executive Order 2850, signed by President Clinton on May 28, 1993, which sought to strike a balance between those concerned with human rights and partisans of continued economic engagement (Lampton 1994). It said that the Secretary of State within 12 months would make a recommendation on whether or not to extend MFN status, requiring that to do so Beijing would need to promote freedom of emigration and abide by a 1992 bilateral agreement with the United States regarding prison labor. The Secretary was also to consider factors such as Chinese adherence to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and whether the government was taking steps to protect the cultural and religious heritage of Tibet. This did little more than kick the can down the road. A year later, however, Clinton would announce the end of the policy of linkage.

Thus, human rights was de-emphasized relative to economic interdependence and growth. George W. Bush ran on building up the military in order to confront China, and upon coming into office he worked with East Asian allies in order to check what was thought to be a potentially aggressive power (Yang 2010:439–441). Nevertheless, in 2001 the Bush administration granted China permanent normal trade relations (PNTR) status upon its accession to the WTO, which meant that Congress would no longer vote annually on the issue (Morrison 2002). China has partly as a result now developed into the number two, or depending on how one counts, the largest economy in the world (Chen et al. 2019).

Figure 4.1 shows the value in trade of all goods between the United States and China from 1989 to 2016. We see a massive increase over that time period, with an even greater acceleration beginning with China’s ascension to the WTO and the subsequent granting of PNTR status, moves supported by both the Clinton and Bush administrations.
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Figure 4.1US–China trade in billions of dollars (1989–2016).

Source: US Census website, www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c5700.html.

Figure 4.2 shows the increase in Chinese power over time according to the fundamental measures of GDP and military spending. Once again, the large takeoff begins around 2001. The military spending numbers are based on official statistics and may be underestimated. Nonetheless, the American assumption that greater economic liberalization would lead to a wealthier China appears to have been correct. Increased wealth for society as a whole has been translated into greater military spending, even as military spending as percentage of GDP fluctuates very little.
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Figure 4.2Increase in Chinese power (1989–2016).

Note: GDP numbers are based on current value in US dollars (2019). For Chinese military spending, see www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/budget-table.htm. On GDP over time, see https://data.worldbank.org/country/china.


Why engagement?

Why did the United States choose engagement with China during the 1990s and early 2000s? Conventional accounts focus on ideology (Campbell and Ratner 2018; Christensen 2015; Garrison 2005; Dietrich 1999). American leaders were committed to a fundamentally liberal worldview, in which increasing trade and economic development feeds political liberalization. Top decision-makers themselves have justified their policies in this way. According to the first President Bush, “If people have commercial incentives, whether it’s in China or in other totalitarian systems, the move to democracy becomes inexorable” (Bush and Scowcroft 2011:ch. 4). James Baker III (1991:9, 16), former Secretary of State, summed up his view when he said that while “China, Vietnam and Laos have embarked on a course of market-oriented economic reform while retaining a Leninist monopoly of political power,” American leaders could rest assured that “economic reform can be sustained only when it is accompanied by political reform.” As stated in the 1990 National Security Strategy of the United States,


The United States strongly deplored the repression in China last June and we have imposed sanctions to demonstrate our displeasure. At the same time, we have sought to avoid a total cutoff of China’s ties to the outside world. Those ties not only have strategic importance, both globally and regionally; they are crucial to China’s prospects for regaining the path of economic reform and political liberalization. China’s angry isolation would harm all of these prospects.

(White House 1990:12)


During the administration of George HW Bush, there was little indication of political liberalization in China. Nonetheless, that did not prevent the Clinton administration from holding on to the same faith in the inevitable links between democratization, economic development, and peace. In September 1997, President Clinton (2005:768) had a meeting with Chinese President Jiang Zemin, recalling years later that “I went to bed thinking that China would be forced by the imperatives of modern society to become more open …”

Taking these claims at face value, there is little that political science has to say about why the United States chose engagement with China. Instead of pursuing deeper commercial engagement, the United States could have taken one of at least two other paths: either continuing the linkage policy advocated by some in the first Clinton administration, or trying to stand in the way of the economic rise of China. In the conventional account, American leaders instead chose to normalize trade relations due to historical contingency. The fact that this was the choice made tells us nothing about how states interact with one another and does not have generalizable lessons that can help either explain the past or forecast the future when trying to understand how superpowers respond to potential rivals.

There are three reasons, however, to be skeptical of the conventional wisdom and doubt the power of ideas themselves to determine policy, rather than simply reflect powerful interests in this case. First of all, the idea that trade leads to liberalization was applied by American leaders in a way that was extremely selective. With the end of the Cold War, the United States faced a series of challenges from “rogue regimes” who stood opposed to American interests by oppressing their people, threatening their neighbors, and developing weapons of mass destruction. In each major case – for example, Cuba, Iran, Iraq, Libya, and North Korea – few top officials ever had the conception that the best way to change behavior was to delink these issues from that of economic engagement, and hope that greater wealth would automatically cause target countries to become democratic, peaceful states. In fact, the logic of sanctions makes the exact opposite assumption. When the rival country in question is not China, sanctions are said to make it more likely that the problematic regime will be replaced by leaders more amenable to American interests and values (Solingen 2012; Niblock 2002). Whatever the plausibility of the theory of how China’s greater wealth would influence its internal politics, the fact that the idea was applied so selectively casts doubt on the importance of ideology as a causal factor. American leaders have simultaneously been able to believe both that sanctions and economically harming a regime would lead to democratization, and the same for economic growth, depending on the nation in question. This shows how ideological justifications can be post hoc rationalizations for what leaders want to do anyway.

Second, there was a massive investment in lobbying toward opening trade with China. If businesses are accurate judges of their own interests, and liberal ideology was enough to determine American policy, this spending is quite mysterious. The campaign to bring China into the WTO was no small effort. In 1994, while seeking to end the Clinton policy of linkage, “the business community…organized one of the most extensive lobbying efforts ever made on a foreign policy issue” (Dietrich 1999:290). A story in the Washington Post reported that American business had engaged in one of its “largest lobbying efforts ever” in its fight against linkage (Behr 1994). The Emergency Committee for American Trade, for example, brought together 55 major corporations to lobby the Clinton administration, including Boeing, Exxon, General Motors, IBM, Philip Morris, and Procter & Gamble (Dreyfuss 2001). Note that Boeing also lobbies for higher military spending, showing that the policy of “build, then balance” can benefit some concentrated interests at both points in the decision tree.

The business lobbies were opposed by environmental, labor, and human rights groups. Yet participants on both sides of the debate agree that the business interests, which had a lot more resources to spend and a great deal to directly gain from open trade relations, were better able to make their voices heard. According to Willard Workman, the vice president of the Chamber of Commerce at the time, referring to the 1996 Congressional vote on MFN status, “The 103 House members we targeted were up in the air not three weeks before the vote. We got 101 of them to vote with us” (Dreyfuss 2001). While a lobbyist might have an incentive to exaggerate his own influence, a leader in an activist organization on the other side of the issue agreed with the decisive role that business lobbying played when she said that “Add up all the opponents of China MFN, and it equals the staff of just one of the major corporations supporting it.” The pressure on the legislative branch was overwhelming, with major corporations connecting with businesses of all sizes within the districts of individual representatives and encouraging them to call and petition congressional offices (Fritz 1997). When Republican representative Howard Coble mentioned he was leaning against renewal of MFN status during one breakfast, by lunchtime his office had received 40 calls from corporate lobbyists trying to convince him to change his mind (Dreyfuss 2001). No one can prove that any particular member of Congress had his opinion changed due to the lobbying effort, no more than can one prove that one army defeated another in battle because it had more men and ammunition; it is enough to observe that power matters in war and an outcome in which the stronger side wins is consistent with this being a specific demonstration of that general rule, particularly when we lack compelling alternative explanations for what happened. Likewise, when we see a group of well-financed lobbyists getting its way against a much weaker opponent, in a struggle over an issue in which the outcome does not have a more compelling explanation, we can with some confidence credit lobbying itself with explaining the result, even though we might be unable to prove as much beyond any doubt.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, many IR theorists acknowledge that the actions of Congress can be determined by concentrated interests, but argue that the executive branch is largely immune to such pressures (Milner and Tingley 2015). Yet perhaps the most fateful decision that Clinton made on China, that is, delinkage, was during his first term. There were thus two reasons to give in to concentrated interests on the issue of Chinese trade, both of which related to the desire for reelection. First, doing what the business community wanted would improve economic performance, thus helping Clinton’s chances of returning to office in 1996 and putting Congress under Democratic control. Indeed, “Clinton had been elected largely on economic issues; thus, within the administration, there was great interest in how to keep the economy growing and generate new jobs. Increasingly, officials concluded that future growth depended on foreign trade…” (Dietrich 1999:288–289). Domestic economic performance has always mattered more for presidents’ reelection chances than the extent to which they protect human rights abroad; the former has been considered perhaps the most important single determinant of electoral outcomes by political scientists, while the latter is almost always a nonissue. Although there may have not been enough time between the main decisions made and the 1996 election for Chinese trade to increase enough to appreciably influence the overall state of the economy directly, moves towards trade liberalization increased general optimism among businesses and investors, and it was generally acknowledged that a failure to renew MFN status would drive the stock market down, a major consideration among top administration officials (Friedman 1994a). The Clinton administration could also have reasonably expected direct support in its 1996 campaign from the same concentrated interests that were able to influence Congress. The Chinese efforts to influence American policy led to a scandal surrounding the 1996 election, in which congressional investigators uncovered successful efforts to funnel money ultimately linked to the Chinese government to the Clinton campaign and other Democrats (Hickman 1999). The fact that China contributed so heavily to the president’s reelection campaign only a few years after delinkage suggests that the new policy served the interests of American leaders at the time. It is small wonder that, when the decision was made, one observer could state that “After five years of battle over placing conditions on MFN, the business community saw its preferred policy adopted almost entirely, while the human rights community had little to show for their long effort” (Dietrich 1999:292). Friedman (1994b) likewise wrote that “In the end, economic interests won the day. It wasn’t really even close…This is the age of the Finance Minister.” With regard to the Clinton policy towards China in 1993–1994, “There is no durable strategic conception that gives coherence and integrity to the entire sequence of decisions” (Lampton 1994:600). Rather, short-term political considerations drove events, leaving to later administrations the job of responding to any strategic implications.

The final reason that ideology is insufficient to explain US policies toward China is that in many ways the American government did not behave as if China would fail to become a long-term threat to the United States. The 2001 National Security Strategy of the United States said that “[i]n pursuing advanced military capabilities that can threaten its neighbors in the Asia-Pacific region, China is following an outdated path that, in the end, will hamper its own pursuit of national greatness.” In other words, China was supposedly acting as a revisionist power at the same time the Bush administration was helping it achieve PNTR status. In response, the United States has been building relationships with allies in Asia, some of them reluctant (Kang 2007), in hopes of containing China over the last few decades. In 2007, the United States, Japan, India, and Australia formed the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, a strategic military arrangement that has been called the “Asian NATO” (Wuthnow 2019). In 2011, the Obama administration announced its “pivot to Asia,” which would involve expanding trade in the region and redoubling efforts at solidifying military alliances. While publicly denying that its efforts were aimed at China, most observers and even many former officials readily acknowledge that that country was the only possible target of such initiatives, particularly the stated goal of ensuring freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, and that the United States has been pursuing a “China Containment Policy” (Hali, Shukui, and Iqbal 2015). Others speak of “congagement,” or the combination of economic trade and military balancing as the basis of American policy (Logan 2013:5; Cha 2010).

It is thus likely naïve to take ideological explanations for US policy toward China at face value. Undoubtedly, there have been many American officials who genuinely believed in the theory of engagement, just as others would have liked to see a policy of linkage or attempts to thwart the rise of China. Yet which group won out at any particular decision point has depended more on concentrated interests than ideology itself. If ideology was important as a causal factor, we should have expected American leaders to apply the logic of engagement to other rogue states, and little in the way of efforts to check China militarily. Businesses certainly did not behave as if the ideology of liberal internationalism was enough for American leaders to decide to open up trade relations with China. Concentrated, short-term interests, not grand strategy, have been driving the American response to its main potential strategic threat over the last 30 years.


Conclusion

IR scholars have long debated what strategies established powers adopt when responding to potential challengers. Realists tend to be pessimistic, holding that great powers are destined to be rivals and competitors, with war between them being plausible, if not likely, during power shifts. Liberal internationalists put their faith in the pacifying effects of trade and enlightened self-interest. Either way, leaders of the established power make rational decisions in the hopes of attaining long-term objectives. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, there have been two rising powers that threatened American primacy and gave the United States a long enough period of time to form a concerted government response. Luckily for the sake of testing the public choice framework, both of these countries were ideologically hostile to the United States, thus making them “most likely” cases in which a coherent strategy should have emerged.

The Soviet Union was considered a long-term threat to American interests from practically the moment Lenin and his disciples seized power in 1917. The most powerful figures in the American government went about countering this threat at home through censorship and immigration law, and by refusing to officially recognize the revolutionary regime. At the same time, American businesses were allowed to trade with and impart technical knowledge to the Soviet Union, thus making an ideological threat into a potential military one. While we cannot say for certain the extent to which business lobbying was responsible for the American decision to allow US individuals and corporations to financially benefit from relations with the Soviet Union, first-hand accounts indicate that it was a significant factor. More importantly, the semiofficial account given as to why the United States lifted the trade embargo in 1920 – that Soviet trade would never amount to much – is on its face absurd. If American leaders did actually believe this at the time, they had no good reason to, and in seeking an explanation for such a policy we must discard the assumption that it was part of an American grand strategy, or at least one that took into account long-term planning.

American business not only helped increase Soviet power through trade in goods. The technical assistance that the United States provided was key for building up some of the industries most relevant to determining military power: electricity, motor vehicles, and iron and steel production. The contrast between the behavior of American politicians and American businessmen through the 1920s and 1930s is quite jarring, and difficult to reconcile with the unitary actor model. It is not simply the case that certain private interests went against American policy; their actions directly subverted it, and there was little action on the part of the government to stop them. In fact, Republican administrations gave some encouragement to efforts to establish business ties with the Soviet Union, although they refrained from official recognition, which would have been the most important step politically (Siegel and Sibley 1996:62–88).

Upon coming into office, the Roosevelt administration saw recognition of the Soviet Union as necessary to check the rival powers of Germany and Japan. Upon the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, the United States began to supply the Soviet Union through the Land-Lease Act, which included shipments of food, oil, and military hardware. After the Allied victory, the two remaining superpowers found themselves locked in a Cold War that led to a series of fateful decisions, including keeping American troops in Europe, the formation of NATO, and the beginning of the United States adopting security commitments across the globe. Nonetheless, even here policy eventually slouched back into earlier patterns, in which presidents and top national security officials thought mostly about direct military threats, while business interests worked hard in order to be able to sell goods and services to the Soviet Union that would help the communist state not only economically, but militarily and technologically as well.

While it is true that American administrations pursued certain policies toward the Soviet Union, it is wrong to characterize US behavior as encompassing some sort of grand strategy, since the executive branch and business interests were working at cross-purposes. While the former may have had the legal authority and theoretical ability to bring the latter into alignment with its preferred policies, it did not have the incentive to do so. Presidents were worried about short-term political prospects and may have been too limited in terms of cognitive resources and time to cut off business with the USSR, while businesses had direct profits that could be gained in the short term. Although the laws of political economy may not have predetermined this outcome, they certainly tilted the results in its direction. In the conventional story of the Cold War, two powers with competing and incompatible ideologies mustered whatever resources they could in a competition for global influence and eventual victory. Realists downplay the ideological component, considering it of little relevance compared to structural factors that assured that a dipolar world would see competition between the United States and the Soviet Union (Waltz 1988). Regardless, even during the Cold War, American technology continued to be key in helping its rival gain power.

Upon the collapse of the Soviet Union, American leaders did not fear China in the same way it did Lenin after he seized power. Regardless, it was clear that, despite Nixon’s opening up of relations, the US commitments to human rights and the independence of Taiwan made the two nations at least potential rivals. Congress and the executive branch faced public pressure in a coordinated campaign that united business interests across the country. Corporate and even Chinese financial support, some of it illegal, flowed in service of Democratic election efforts in 1996. The nature of lobbying is such that it can almost never provide smoking gun evidence of its influence, given that it justifies the wishes of concentrated interests in the name of broader goals and ideology, as do leaders influenced by such efforts. Nevertheless, various statements from figures involved in both sides of the debate over linkage in the mid-1990s, the nearly unprecedented scale of the lobbying campaign, and journalistic and scholarly accounts of what happened provide perhaps as much evidence as we can reasonably ask for given the question being investigated. There is slight evidence regarding alternative explanations as to why an administration that was torn between ideas of liberal engagement, primacy, and the importance of defending human rights came down so firmly on the side of economic engagement on the trade issue.

At the same time, the United States did not pursue the logic of engagement to its rational conclusion. It did not assume that other states that violated human rights and potentially threatened their neighbors would become democratic and peaceful simply through trade with American firms. Nor did American leaders pull troops from Japan or Korea, or abandon the relationship with Taiwan. In fact, as the United States has been helping China increase its power, it has sought to balance against it militarily. The logic of engagement was abandoned as soon as it threatened other concentrated interests in the form of foreign governments wanting to outsource their defense, corporations seeking to justify large military budgets, and a military establishment needing to justify its role abroad.

Notes


	Wilson was “intensely antitsarist,” and objected to everything about the ancien régime from its treatment of its Jewish minority to its entire system of government (Trani 1976:443–444).

	Siegel and Sibley (1996:53) write that, in one of the many ironies of the period, “anti-Bolshevik Herbert Hoover would wipe out hunger in Russia during 1921-1922 with funds from American taxpayers and private charity.”

	The Soviets also sought to play Western powers off against one another, a strategy that sought out and exploited the “contradictions” of capitalism posited by Marxist theory (Bailes 1981:426–427, 434).

	The other five are population, urban population, military expenditure, number of military personnel, and, as will be discussed below, primary energy consumption.
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In early 2011, Syrians took to the streets to protest the government of Bashar al-Assad. Almost nine years later, as of this writing Syria is still enduring a brutal civil war that has cost hundreds of thousands of lives. From the beginning of the conflict, critics accused the Obama administration of “doing nothing” in the face of widespread atrocities and suffering among the Syrian population (McCain 2016; Eisner 2016; Cohen 2015). This criticism, however, ignores that, aside from arming rebels fighting against the government for years, the United States has, since the beginning of the conflict, sought to crush the Syrian economy – an effort in which it has largely been successful.1

In August 2011, President Obama, announcing that “Assad must go,” signed an executive order that froze the assets of the regime, prohibited the importation of Syrian oil, and made it against the law for any American to invest in Syria or to do business with its government (Wilson and Warrick 2011). Following his lead, the next month the European Union (EU) also banned Syrian oil imports, a particularly devastating act given that 95% of that country’s oil exports went to Europe (Bakri and Erlanger 2011). While the United States and its European allies have not succeeded in overthrowing the Assad government, they have been able to contribute to the destruction of the Syrian economy. Between 2010 and 2015, Syria lost 75% of its GDP, according to estimates by the International Monetary Fund, a decline greater than that of Germany or Japan during World War II (Gobat and Kostial 2016; Phillips 2016). Much of this is surely due to the destructiveness of the war itself, but the unprecedented nature of the decline can only be explained by the country being subject to what the UN calls “some of the most complicated and far-reaching sanctions regimes ever imposed” in the form of policies that have deprived the Syrian people of even basic foodstuffs and necessary medicine (Walker 2016).

The fact that this economic warfare can coincide with widespread claims that the Obama administration did nothing in Syria illustrates two points. First, the use of sanctions that may cause the deaths of thousands, while being certain to impoverish millions, is such a normal part of American foreign policy that to much of the educated public it barely counts as noteworthy. Second, there is widespread recognition, even among interventionists, that sanctions do not accomplish much toward the goal of regime change. This latter belief is correct and backed up by decades of research. Furthermore, in recent years academics have found that, in addition to the economic and humanitarian costs of sanctions, economic pressure tends to be counterproductive when it comes to achieving political goals such as democratization and stronger compliance with human rights norms. Nevertheless, as of October 2019, the Treasury Department’s website listed sanctions of various levels of severity pertaining to Belarus, Burundi, Central African Republic, Cuba, Democratic Republic of Congo, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Mali, Nicaragua, North Korea, Russia, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Ukraine, Venezuela, Yemen, the former Yugoslavia, and Zimbabwe (US Department of the Treasury 2019).

Given the negative consequences of sanctions in terms of both humanitarian effects and accomplishing policy goals, why do they continue to be a normal part of American foreign policy? Here, the public choice model provides an explanation. Placing sanctions on a regime satisfies many of the hawkish members of the foreign policy establishment empowered by concentrated interests. When such individuals advocate policies that actually harm government contractors, the national security bureaucracy, or foreign governments, these concentrated interests may go ahead and push back against their creations. In the case of economic sanctions, there is no reason for them to do so. Business interests tend to lobby against sanctions, but their efforts are almost always small scale as they are proportional to the stakes involved. Unlike trade with China, there is relatively little profit to be made in a country like North Korea or Cuba.

This chapter begins by describing the American approach to sanctions, its legal underpinnings, and the practical impacts on people living in targeted countries. Then I discuss what the academic literature says about the effects of sanctions. The fact that economic coercion does not accomplish its stated goals raises the question of why it is so commonly used, with the public choice perspective providing an answer. While directly killing people through military force can lead to domestic backlash, sanctions kill indirectly and over a longer period of time. In other words, sanctions are impractical and morally destructive but politically convenient. I conclude by arguing that, in light of these political realities, policymakers should avoid implementing restrictions on trade and commerce that cause widespread suffering. If sanctions are meant to accomplish domestic political goals that are symbolic in nature, then there may be ways to implement policies that achieve the same benefits without harming so many innocent people.


American sanctions: law and practice

The history of American sanctions can be traced to the Trading with the Enemy Act of 1917. Through statutory interpretation and legislative amendments, that law has, in the words of Coates (2018), “transformed over the decades into a broad writ of executive authority to wage economic warfare against loosely defined enemies virtually anywhere and at any time.” In 1977, Congress passed the International Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA), which gives the president the right to declare a national emergency in circumstances involving “any unusual and extraordinary threat, which has its source in whole or substantial part outside the United States, to the national security, foreign policy, or economy of the United States” (50 U.S.C. § 1701(a)). Once such an emergency is declared, the president may, among other powers, prohibit “any transactions in foreign exchange” between anyone under the jurisdiction of the United States and the foreign country or its nationals (50 U.S.C. § 1702(a)). When a president wants to sanction a country, he signs an executive order that begins by quoting the statute and declaring an emergency in accordance with the provisions of the bill, before listing the specific actions to be taken. There are few restrictions on the kinds of trade or transactions that the president can regulate or prohibit.

Sometimes, a president will only sanction certain foreign individuals or businesses rather than enact more sweeping orders. For example, as of 2019 sanctions against Belarus targeted only individuals, such as President Aleksander Lukashenko and members of his staff, and a handful of businesses, rather than entire categories of economic transactions with that country (Belsat 2019).2 The toughest sanctions programs are applied to what are often referred to as “rogue states,” governments that are known for their violations of human rights and hostility to American foreign policy. Cuba is the only country in the world still sanctioned under the original Trading with the Enemy Act of 1917. American law bans practically all exports to Cuba, prevents Americans from doing business with that country, and even prohibits those who do business in Cuba from operating in the United States (Drain and Barry 2010). Likewise, Americans cannot legally do business with hundreds of Iranian individuals and corporations, and third parties that do not avoid dealing with the sanctioned entities can themselves face punishment (US Department of the Treasury 2018; Norton and Egan 2018).

The United States not only restricts trade between the targeted state and those under its jurisdiction, but also works through allies and the UN to impose sanctions worldwide. UN sanctions must be approved by the Security Council, meaning that – in addition to the United States, Great Britain, and France – Russia and China have the right to veto any resolution. Thus, UN sanctions require widespread agreement and tend to apply to fewer countries and be less all-encompassing than the toughest regimes created by executive order under the authority of the IEEPA. While there are both US and UN sanctions against North Korea for its nuclear weapons program, for example, there are no UN sanctions against Venezuela or Syria because of Chinese and Russian opposition. Nevertheless, because the United States has shown the ability and willingness to punish third parties through methods such as fines and restricting access to American markets, and because it pressures allies to adopt similar policies, unilateral sanctions can have serious global repercussions.

The most crushing regimes therefore apply when the United States not only declares an emergency under the IEEPA, but also threatens third-party sanctions and goes around the UN to restrict the target country’s trade and financial transactions. Often the United States and its allies work with the EU, Canada, and Japan, and can effectively bar poor countries from having meaningful economic relations with the developed world. Consider the case of Iran. Before 2016, the EU, the United States, and the UN all had sanctions that applied to the Central Bank of Iran, the Revolutionary Guards, and the oil, banking, and insurance industries. Upon the signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015, the UN sanctions were removed (Sanger 2016). Relief for US sanctions was to be phased in, but that policy was reversed under the Trump administration, which justified its approach by pointing to Iranian behavior unrelated to the pursuit of nuclear weapons (Mroue 2019). The Trump administration also encouraged the EU to join it in the economic embargo – a move that the latter resisted as it has sought to preserve the JCPOA (Bulos 2019).

Venezuela was another target of comprehensive economic sanctions, as imposed by a series of executive orders signed by President Trump after coming into office. These documents give the Department of the Treasury the right to sanction anyone working in the Venezuelan gold or oil sectors, and block the country’s access to US financial markets (Seelke and Sullivan 2019). In July 2019, the Treasury Department even sanctioned individuals and companies involved in a Venezuelan government food-subsidy program on the grounds that it was plagued by corruption (Talley and Salama 2019).

While only a handful of such policies are widely covered in the press, lesser known sanctions regimes abound around the globe. The Department of the Treasury maintains a Specially Designated and Blocked Nationals List, which is composed of individuals and entities that have their assets blocked and are prohibited from business dealings with Americans. As of November 2019, the list, which includes drug traffickers, terrorists, companies, and even specific aircraft and ships, runs 1,346 pages (Office of Foreign Assets Control 2019). Most of these sanctions are decided on and applied within the executive branch, with little input from Congress or the broader public.


The humanitarian costs of sanctions

American officials present sanctions as policies that are specifically aimed at the leaders of a regime and their close allies. However, they can be devastating to the population of the targeted state. Often, it is difficult to meaningfully harm a government without causing collateral damage to its citizens, as a state can be both an oppressor of its people and at the same time provide them with food, medicine, and law and order – tasks that it cannot do as effectively if it is deprived of resources. Cutting off access to Western financial markets and banking services and prohibiting investment in a country can likewise suffocate the private sector. Thus, aside from those narrowly targeted at the financial interests of individuals, economic sanctions practically always cause hardship to innocent third parties. Ironically, some of the people most victimized by these policies are those that the economic sanctions are designed to help.

Sanctions regimes that target the economy of a country usually have humanitarian exceptions. Despite this, other regulations usually serve to limit their effectiveness. For example, federal law prohibits the president from implementing sanctions on Iran that involve “the sale of agricultural commodities, food, medicine, or medical devices …” (22 U.S.C. § 8806(c)). Still, sanctions related to the financial sector and other parts of the economy work to nullify these exemptions. To see why, imagine an American company that tried to trade in food or medicine but did not have access to banking services, such as the ability to take out loans or accept credit cards (Cullis and Handjani 2019). Compounding the problem is the fact that Iran is a largely state-run economy, which makes it difficult to do business there while completely avoiding the government sector. Even when one can potentially operate within the letter of the law, the sanctions regime is of such complexity, and the potential consequences of running afoul of US law so dire, that there is a chilling effect on many businesses (Cunningham 2018).

Some European banks have refused to process payments from Iranian firms that are exempt from sanctions on the chance that the banks may potentially face US penalties as a result. In response to the Trump administration’s “maximum pressure” campaign, which began in 2018, an employee of an Iranian affiliate of the German pharmaceutical corporation Bayer said that her company was facing challenges in transferring money in order to pay for imported drugs. Since trade with major Iranian banks has been restricted by US sanctions, companies have been forced to risk working with lesser-known banks that could themselves one day be subject to sanctions, or else stop operating in that country altogether. The American practice of applying secondary sanctions to those who have economic dealings with entities that violate Iranian sanctions also serves to scare off many businesses (Meyer 2009).

In the case of the sanctions on Syria, the UN reports that the chilling effect “has even affected United Nations staff, who reported being refused bank accounts or mortgages from European banks when the word ‘Syria’ appeared in their job title” (Human Rights Council 2018). Large human rights organizations based in that country have faced difficulties importing medicine, or even processing donations from abroad (Walker 2016). Investigating one of the largest public hospitals in Damascus, the Los Angeles Times showed how the facility ran into trouble importing even the most basic medical necessities (Bulos 2019). If a piece of medical equipment breaks down, buying a replacement from a Western corporation becomes a bureaucratic nightmare, as “foreign suppliers often don’t dare send anything to Syria for fear of triggering unexpected violations—a real possibility.” Getting access to software updates for hospital computers and other equipment can also be difficult. Banks from outside the United States have already paid billions of dollars in fines, most of it going to American regulatory agencies (Walker 2016). According to one pharmaceutical supplier based in Aleppo, “I have money, I can’t transfer it, I can’t buy anything with it, I can’t even put it in the bank.” Sanctions affect every aspect of financing or running a modern economy. Apple even bans apps that have a Syrian origin, which led one bank in the country to create its app under a different name so that customers could download and use it (Bulos 2019).

Moreover, even if the provisions regarding humanitarian exemptions worked as intended, most sanctions regimes would nevertheless harm the living standards of those in the targeted state, including hindering access to food and medicine. Policies that work to destroy an economy but carve out exceptions cannot be expected to have no effect on the exempted industries. Lowering economic output ensures that all sectors are harmed: the food and medical sectors depend on other industries such as construction, education, transportation, and, of course, banking. Countries that suffer from poor economic performance for whatever reason thus see worse health and nutritional outcomes. This means that humanitarian exemptions, even when they “work,” should not obscure the degree to which sanctions harm the population of the targeted country.

In order to estimate the economic effects of these kinds of policies, a 2015 study looked at 67 countries that were subject to American or UN sanctions between 1976 and 2012 and compared them with countries that did not face similar kinds of economic coercion (Neuenkirch and Neumeier 2015). UN sanctions were associated with a GDP reduction of an average of 2.2% a year, for an aggregate effect of more than 25% of GDP over a 10-year period. The effects of American sanctions were smaller but still significant, reportedly reducing GDP by about 1% a year, for a total effect of a 13.4% decline over seven years. The more stringent the sanctions regime, the greater the economic decline. As mentioned above, the GDP of Syria dropped by 75% between 2010 and 2015 (Gobat and Kostial 2016). Per capita income in Iraq likewise went from $3,510 in 1989 to $450 in 1996 (Sen 2003). The economy of Venezuela has been mismanaged for years, yet it did not completely collapse until after the election of Trump, when the United States began to place stringent sanctions on the Maduro government. From 2016 to 2019, GDP per capita income of that country dropped from $9,090 to a projected $2,550 (International Monetary Fund 2019). While all of these countries have suffered due to bad economic choices made by their governments, rarely have modern countries seen declines of this magnitude without the imposition of Western restrictions on trade. Besides perhaps war, it is difficult to think of a foreign policy tool that today causes more economic and humanitarian destruction than economic sanctions.

Even studies that focus on the costs of sanctions put most of their energy toward understanding nutritional and health outcomes. This should not obscure the fact that, even if by some miracle nutrition and health outcomes did not decline in the face of comprehensive sanctions, the destruction of wealth would still represent a tragedy for millions of people. Economic growth is correlated with nearly everything that humans value, including time, convenience, comfort, and the ability of individuals to live their lives as they desire (Cowen 2019a). While stories of vacations never taken, educational opportunities never pursued, and lifetimes of soul-crushing jobs that people cannot afford to leave do not make headlines, these costs are nonetheless real and significant for millions who suffer because of US policy.

Of course, economic sanctions do influence nutritional and health outcomes, and several efforts have been made to quantify these effects in terms of lives lost and other metrics. Economic sanctions tend to kill through harming the most vulnerable: pregnant women, newborns, the sick, and the elderly. The economic sanctions on Iraq in the 1990s were said to have killed more than 500,000 children by increasing the infant mortality rate (Zaidi and Fawzi 1995; ReliefWeb 1999). Recently, researchers have argued that these numbers were manipulated by Saddam’s government, yet even the “corrected” numbers still imply a death toll that may reach into the six figures (Dyson and Cetorelli 2017).3 A 1993 UN report indicated that sanctions on Haiti were killing 1,000 children a month (French 1993). One recent study estimated that 3,968 North Koreans died in 2018 alone because of the impact that sanctions had on delaying or preventing funding for UN programs aimed at addressing health problems and malnutrition (Korea Peace Now! 2019). As the report says, that analysis does not take into account the effects of sanctions on hindering other international aid programs or preventing the North Korean government from addressing its own domestic needs. In Iran, sanctions are estimated to have contributed to the deaths of 1,600 people from the H1N1 virus in fall 2019 alone (Jalapour 2020). Again, this number is based on one kind of death over a very limited period of time during which much of the entire Iranian healthcare sector was and remains in crisis. The effects of sanctions have certainly become worse in the era of COVID-19.

Finally, according to the Center for Economic and Policy Research, the Trump administration’s economic war on Venezuela led to more than 40,000 excess deaths between 2017 and 2018, calculated based on a nationwide survey that found an increase in mortality over that time period (Weisbrot and Sachs 2019:2–4). This does not include any deaths that have resulted from the even more crushing sanctions regime inaugurated by executive order in January 2019, which barred the United States from importing Venezuelan oil. The Maduro regime exported 35% of its oil to the United States in 2018, and the cumulative effect of sanctions was such that Weisbrot and Sachs (2019) wrote that “oil export revenues in 2019 are projected to fall by a cataclysmic and unprecedented 67.2 percent from 2018.” Thus, the death toll in Venezuela as a result of sanctions likely continues to increase to this day.

In the case of Syria, there are no estimates of the number of deaths from sanctions, likely because of issues with reporting and the fact that it is impossible to precisely differentiate between deaths that can be attributed to the economic embargo and those caused more directly by the war itself. Two things are worthy of note, however. First, the vast majority of the population lives in government-controlled areas and, second, key indicators of health and well-being have fallen across the board. This implies that a large portion of the health and nutritional effects of the war can be attributed to international sanctions, either by preventing aid or suppressing economic activity. Between 2006 and 2016, the vaccination rate among Syrian children dropped from 95% to 60%, leading to the reemergence of diseases that were once practically eliminated, including typhoid, measles, and rubella (van Berlaer et al. 2017). Between 2011 and 2016, Syrian production of wheat fell by 53%, lentils by 70%, and chickpeas by 30%, with an estimated 38% of the country being unable to meet basic food requirements as of 2018, after the worst of the fighting was over (ReliefWeb 2018).

These case studies represent only a small fraction of the total number of deaths that have resulted from international sanctions, as the studies involved usually cover only a short period of time in a single country, and often only look at a single metric, such as infant mortality. The Treasury Department website in 2019 listed 22 countries with individuals or entities targeted by US sanctions (US Department of the Treasury 2019).4 If the harshest sanctions regimes can kill tens of thousands of people a year, then US sanctions have likely led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands, and perhaps even millions, of people in the post-World War II era. While we will likely never have a precise estimate of how many people have lost their lives because of US and international sanctions, the data that do exist imply that such restrictions on trade over the last two decades have, in the aggregate, been more deadly than all but a handful of wars across that same span of time.5


What the academic literature says about sanctions?

Sanctions are meant, at least in theory, to accomplish geopolitical goals. Thus, even if they exert humanitarian costs, is it possible that they work from the perspective of achieving national security objectives? The academic literature says that they do not. The best research indicates that not only do sanctions cause massive economic harms and ultimately cost lives, but that they also fail even by the standards set by policymakers. Moreover, research over the last few decades indicates that rather than furthering American political goals, such as democratization and respect for human rights, economic coercion is more likely to backfire.

Politicians who support sanctions typically argue that economic pressure can help propel major changes in policy, perhaps even regime change. Occasionally, American leaders spell out precisely how this is supposed to happen. They sometimes argue that by hurting the economy of the targeted country, the people will become fed up, blame the regime for their problems, and get rid of it. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, for example, predicted that the Trump administration’s “maximum pressure” campaign against Iran “will lead the Iranian people to rise up and change the behavior of the regime” (Harb 2019). Sometimes policymakers expect regime elites, rather than regular citizens, to rise up against the government. The Trump administration sanctioned Venezuela beginning in 2017 in the hopes that military leaders would overthrow President Nicolás Maduro (Wyss, Ordoñez, and Torres 2018; Cohen, Spetalnick, and Rampton 2019). Proponents of sanctions also occasionally expect that the process of starving the targeted government of resources will lead to regime change. Thus, after the Obama administration placed sanctions on the Syrian government in August 2011, then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton assured the American public that the new measures would “strike at the heart of the regime” by making it unable to fund its security forces (Wilson and Warrick 2011).

Each one of these theories about how sanctions lead to regime change or major policy shifts has serious theoretical flaws. First of all, even if citizens living under tyranny and economic deprivation dislike their government, they still face a collective action problem in overthrowing it (Olson 1971). Regime elites, almost by definition, benefit from the current system, so even if they face less of a collective action problem, they usually should not be expected to take major risks in order to bring down their government. Furthermore, there is little reason to expect any government to simply run out of money to pay its security forces. A regime facing an internal threat should prioritize security above all else. While international arms races are expensive, domestic repression is cheap, with governments having been known to even compensate private militias by allowing them to loot civilians and enemies of the regime (Steinert, Steinert, and Carey 2019). Finally, when the United States sanctions a regime, it is possible for rival powers to come to its rescue, thus blunting the impact of American restrictions on trade (Early 2011).

For these reasons, scholars who have studied whether sanctions lead to regime change generally agree that they rarely, if ever, work (Oechslin 2014; Pape 1997). In their classic study of the issue, Economic Sanctions Reconsidered: History and Current Policy, authors Hufbauer, Schott, and Elliott (1990, hereinafter HSE) found that, from 1914 to 1990, sanctions were at least partially successful 34% of the time, meaning they made at least a modest contribution to the goals being sought. Moreover, as the authors emphasized, even the low success rate does not imply that sanctions were a major or primary reason why the targeted state changed its behavior. Unambiguous cases of sanctions achieving political goals are quite rare in the literature, and the findings of that paper have subsequently been challenged on the grounds that they are too optimistic.

Years later, Robert Pape (1997) of the University of Chicago refuted the existence of even the moderate success rate put forth in the earlier paper. Although the authors claimed that sanctions were successful in 40 out of 115 cases, Pape found that only five of those cases could stand up to empirical scrutiny. Sometimes the authors classified sanctions as working when an embargo was part of a larger war effort, as when they identified the Allied defeat of Nazi Germany as a case of the successful use of economic coercion. They similarly included foreign-backed military coups as successful cases, including the US-supported overthrows of Mohammad Mosaddegh in Iran, Ngo Dinh Diem in Vietnam, and Salvador Allende in Chile.

Few would consider such cases relevant to the question of whether modern sanctions regimes are likely to achieve American geopolitical goals today. In the five instances that Pape classified as successful uses of economic sanctions, the coercing state only achieved modest political goals. For example, Canada gave in to the Arab League and decided not to move its Israeli embassy to Jerusalem in 1979, and the Soviet Union in 1933 gave in to the UK and released six British nationals accused of spying. Elliott’s (1998) response to Pape on behalf of the authors acknowledged Pape’s main points, while quibbling over the facts in only three cases. Her piece downplayed the extent of their disagreement and acknowledged that sanctions rarely work toward achieving ambitious political goals. Pape (1998), in turn, responded by saying that Elliott was misrepresenting her earlier work, showing how HSE put forth an optimistic assessment about the use of sanctions toward achieving American goals in Iraq before the Gulf War, with the authors at the time publishing an op-ed in The New York Times in which they estimated that the likelihood of sanctions working was between 85% and 100%. In a newer edition of their book released in 2007, HSE noted that their work had “guided the formulation and implementation of sanctions policies in the 1990s and 2000s” (Hufbauer, Schott, Elliott, and Oegg 2007:x). Robert Pape is not mentioned in this later version, despite it being released almost a decade after his devastating critique of their original findings. Yet despite this oversight, the idea that sanctions do not work the vast majority of the time, if ever, is now regularly talked about as being the consensus or conventional wisdom within political science (McGillivray and Stam 2004; McLean and Whang 2014; Marinov 2005).

Supplementing this work, a more recent wave of scholarship reveals that sanctions can actually be counterproductive in achieving the goals of democratization and greater respect for human rights. Sanctions are associated with greater levels of repression, as leaders become increasingly desperate to hang on to power (Wood 2008). Compared to similar countries, states that are hit by sanctions are less likely to move toward democratization (Peksen and Drury 2010). Empirical research also suggests that sanctions may indirectly contribute to governments deciding to engage in mass killing. States would usually rather not commit atrocities against their domestic population, as doing so can bring international pressure on the regime, cost the government legitimacy in the eyes of the public, and spur disobedience among security forces sent to carry out orders (Krcmaric 2018; Koren 2017). Thus, states tend to kill large numbers of people only when they become desperate, which is why the existence of an ongoing civil war is perhaps the strongest predictor of mass killing discovered by scholars (Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004; Valentino 2004; Uzonyi and Hanania 2017). Poorer countries are similarly more likely to engage in mass killing, since they often cannot afford to buy off their enemies or rely on more targeted forms of repression (Wayman and Tago 2010).

Desperation on the part of governments has a brutalizing effect. The logic of economic warfare of the kind enacted by the United States relies on a theory that is practically the opposite of what the literature suggests. American policy assumes that sanctions can produce regime change, or at least coerce the targeted state to change its behavior for the better. Yet states become, if anything, more likely to engage in mass killing and repress their populations when they are deprived of resources and find themselves under pressure from abroad. This is particularly true when American policy puts the freedom – and in some cases, the lives – of leaders at stake. The process of sanctions leading to brutalization can be seen in Iran in 2019, where economic difficulties inspired protests against the regime, which in turn killed hundreds of citizens in response (Sanger 2019). The goal of the American “maximum pressure” campaign was to have such policies lead to negotiations or regime change. Yet while the first step of the plan, causing economic hardship, succeeded, that did not ultimately help accomplish US foreign policy goals. The Iranian regime increased repression in response and the resulting chaos helped empower hardliners within the government (Fassihi and Gladstone 2019).

The Iranian case is instructive in that it also demonstrates the unintended consequences of sanctions and how they can benefit those they are intended to harm. In domestic policy, when government makes certain forms of commerce illegal, it empowers organized crime and other groups that are willing and able to get around the law. In states with weak and corrupt institutions, organs of the government can play that role. Sanctions on Iran have, over the years, helped strengthen the control that the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps exerts over the economy, with the organization having built a powerful military–industrial–financial complex that deals in everything from oil and narcotics to the construction of major infrastructure projects (Ghasseminejad 2015; Batmanghelidj 2018; Wehrey et al. 2009:55–75). In Iraq under Saddam Hussein, US-led sanctions deprived most of society of resources, which meant that aspiring elites could only achieve wealth and power through developing relationships with the state (Burke 2001; Hafidh 2001). While the Iraqi people suffered, Saddam’s son Uday ran an oil-smuggling business, making the ruling family one of the richest in the world (Risen 1998).

If sanctions can have any positive effect, it is only when the stakes are small. The more ambitious the goal, the less likely they are to work. Even the few relative optimists about the use of economic sanctions, including HSE, acknowledge this point (see also Marinov 2005:574). Yet the most crushing sanctions regimes often seek regime change: this was US policy toward Cuba after Castro came to power in 1959, Saddam Hussein after the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, the Government of Syria after August 2011, and the Maduro regime in Venezuela since January 2019. While regime change is not official American policy toward North Korea, the interest at stake, a nuclear deterrent, is fundamental to the survival of the Pyongyang government (Friedman 2018). Regarding Iran, the Trump administration called for the government to give up on its most important foreign policy goals and abandon its closest allies before sanctions could be removed, which was a set of maximalist demands that Iran would never have complied with (Gordon 2018). One of the many tragedies of the American use of sanctions is that they are most brutal and harmful when they have the least likelihood of success.


Sanctions as a spandrel

According to the public choice framework, governments make decisions that are supported by the concentrated interests with the highest stake in a policy outcome. Sometimes, however, such concentrated interests do not exist. This does not mean that leaders stop making political decisions, however. Recall that concentrated interests in the realm of foreign policy tend to promote individuals who favor more aggressive policies abroad, through methods such as funding their work at think tanks, connecting them to powerful people within the media and national security bureaucracy, getting them to testify before Congress, and even helping place such individuals in high-ranking positions in the executive branch. Once in positions of power, however, such individuals have ideas of their own, and can end up pushing for and enacting policies that their benefactors are indifferent toward or even opposed to.

In their influential 1979 work “The Spandrels of San Marco and the Panglossian Paradigm,” Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin (1979) argued against the tendency of evolutionary biologists to see everything as an adaptation. Just as in architecture, where purposeful design leads to constraints in construction that mandate certain features and prohibit others, once a series of evolutionary adaptations occur, they can lead to other properties that may have the appearance of themselves being adaptations while not actually conferring any advantage in terms of survival and reproduction, either now or earlier in the history of the species. A spandrel is the triangular corner that appears when one seeks to create a dome mounted with four arches. According to Gould and Lewontin (1979), designers of European cathedrals did not seek to create spandrels, as they were simply a byproduct of their interest in dome roofs.

Every aspect of this framework for understanding certain features of organisms has been criticized, and this includes the idea that spandrels were a byproduct of design because architects had no other way to create a dome (Dennett 1996:272–276). Regardless of whether they were right about either evolution or art history, Gould and Lewontin’s account of spandrels provides a way to think about how systems can have both intended and unintended consequences. In the public choice model of foreign policy, concentrated interests that benefit from a more aggressive American foreign policy promote those with certain ideas and not others and help them achieve power and influence. We can say that this is the “design” in the system, while keeping in mind that the system was not actually designed to work this way by any individual, just as how when we speak of “design” in summarizing the concept of the spandrel in evolutionary biology we are not introducing a theological concept but using the word as a shorthand for the process of adaptation based on what leads to success or failure in the struggle for survival and reproduction.

When those who advocate for a more bellicose foreign policy achieve influence and become the shapers of public opinion, they occasionally express views that those who promoted them do not necessarily share. The same people who advocate a more militarized foreign policy are more likely than others to favor other forms of coercion such as economic sanctions. Of course, an important recurring theme of the public choice perspective is that American foreign policy need not be coherent; concentrated interests can promote war hawks while also opposing certain specific policy prescriptions they support, such as when Boeing funded the campaigns of politicians in favor of more military spending and also the lobbying effort to open up trade with China.

None of the main concentrated interests identified in this book have a strong incentive to oppose most kinds of economic sanctions. The national security bureaucracy does not gain or lose from trade with such states, and neither do government contractors in most cases. Chapter 4 discussed the unprecedented lobbying campaign on the part of American businesses seeking to open up trade with China. Theoretically, some businesses can benefit from trade with much smaller states like Iran and North Korea, and corporations have been known to lobby against some sanctions against these countries (Egan and Kopan 2017). The gains to be made, however, are a tiny fraction of the potential profits that were to be derived from a liberalizing China, both due to the smaller population size of “rogue” regimes and, usually, their command economies. Thus, we should expect lobbying against most kinds of economic sanctions to be relatively weak.

The other concentrated interest with a stake in policy outcomes is foreign governments. Most states that are candidates for sanctions already have extremely strained relations with the United States and are unable to fund public relations campaigns aimed at Congress and the American public or develop personal and professional relationships with influential figures. The law prohibits Kim Jung Un or Raul Castro from funding a position at an American think tank. At the same time, rivals of American adversaries are able to influence public and elite opinion within the United States. Thus, in recent years Israel and Saudi Arabia have been able to advocate for a maximum pressure campaign that includes sanctions against Iran, while the regime in Tehran has very few tools to counter such efforts. Although American leaders have close personal relations with those in the Israeli and Gulf Arab governments, even attempts to meet with Iranian state officials can be met with accusations of illegality, as former Secretary of State John Kerry found out after speaking with Iranian foreign minister Javad Zarif at a conference (Moreno 2020).

In summary, concentrated interests fund and promote elites who mostly have more interventionist views. Such individuals tend to be in favor of sanctions against American adversaries. These elites either end up working for government or influence it by helping shape public and elite opinion. This chapter does not trace every step in the process, relying on previous chapters to make the case that concentrated interests help ensure that individuals with a certain worldview will be those who are most likely to have influence over American foreign policy. Rather, I trace the last step in the process, showing how the behavior of the executive branch is more consistent with political considerations than grand strategy.


Sanctions as a political act

Aside from the influence of elites promoted by concentrated interests, why do policymakers continue to use economic sanctions as a tool of foreign policy given that they cause widespread suffering and are counterproductive? To the put the question in other terms, why do such elites find it so easy to pressure the executive branch in this area? While they are sold to the public as being important for achieving geopolitical goals, economic sanctions in reality only serve domestic political ends. Thus, to understand Washington’s overreliance on economic sanctions, it is more useful to look at domestic political constraints, and the political objectives sought, than it is to assume that such policies are designed to accomplish something in the realm of foreign policy. The former perspective can be called the political explanation, consistent with the public choice model, while the latter perspective we can call the instrumental explanation, consistent with strategic thinking (Kaempfer and Lowenberg 1988).

A political understanding of sanctions is the only way to make sense of their overuse in US policy, as there are two reasons not to take the instrumental case at face value. First, policymakers have shown no interest in the empirical research on this issue, unless it can be cherry-picked in order to support current practices. While earlier work purporting to show that sanctions can work has had some impact on American policy, later scholarship refuting it has had no discernible influence. This is despite the later research on sanctions being covered in some of the most prominent newspapers in the country and widely promoted by human rights organizations (Kristof 2019). If policymakers remain ignorant of the empirical research, it is because the findings are politically inconvenient for them. This disinterest in evidence is also reflected in a Government Accountability Office (2019:12–18) report noting that although the National Security Council may make higher level judgments about the geopolitical impacts of sanctions, officials in State, Treasury, and Commerce emphasized that “there is no policy or requirement for agencies to assess the effectiveness of sanctions programs in achieving broad policy goals.” These agencies excuse the lack of research into the effectiveness of sanctions by pointing to practical difficulties in making assessments. While this may be true, it indicates that even if policymakers are not indifferent to evidence, it is only because they implement policies that cannot be judged empirically. Either way, this implies that sanctions are meant to accomplish domestic political goals rather than foreign policy objectives.

Second, policymakers show little interest in actually using the leverage that sanctions give them to achieve foreign policy goals. If the instrumental explanation of sanctions is correct, then the United States should, at the very least, talk to targeted regimes in order to make its demands clear and provide a clear path toward the removal of restrictions on trade. Yet American administrations have done the opposite, in certain cases both demanding the impossible from their adversaries and cutting off all contact. As Tariq Aziz, former Foreign Minister of Iraq, told his American captors, “We didn’t have any opportunity to talk to a U.S. official during the Bush, Clinton, or new Bush administration, so there was no opportunity to talk face-to-face and address matters of concern. They always rejected us” (Woods et al. 2006:89).6 The United States today sanctions Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Syria, and Venezuela in order to remove their governments or significantly change their behavior, despite no clear path to regime change and little in the way of the most rudimentary channels of communication that would be necessary in order to facilitate a bargain. Politicians often attack opponents for even wanting to negotiate with certain regimes, as former senator John McCain did during the 2008 election when he called then Senator Obama “reckless” for being in favor of talking to adversaries (Bohan 2008). Interestingly, after President Obama assumed office he mostly stuck to the policy of not speaking to adversaries, indicating that political pressures coming from within the bureaucracy and the media lead presidents away from diplomacy. When the Obama administration did begin to openly engage in bilateral negotiations with Iran, it was only after years of engaging in secret back channels that were hidden from the public (Ignatius 2016).

Thus, from the perspective of the instrumental approach, American policy makes no sense. In contrast, the political theory of American sanctions provides a satisfying explanation of why the United States continues to exert economic pressure and place embargoes on other countries. Because foreign publics do not get a say in the American political system, there is little reason to suspect that their interests will be protected or significantly taken into account. Leaders themselves have recognized this point, occasionally acknowledging that they place sanctions on foreign countries out of political necessity. In talking about sanctions against Italy in 1935, British Prime Minister Lloyd George quipped that “[t]hey came too late to save Abyssinia, but they are just in the nick of time to save the government” (Hufbauer, Schott, and Elliott 1990:3). After the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft wrote that he told Deng Xiaoping that President Bush did not want to place new sanctions on China in order to preserve Sino-American relations, but he was feeling domestic pressure to act (Bush and Scowcroft 2011:106–109). As HSE (1990:11) have acknowledged, “U.S. presidents seemingly feel compelled to dramatize their opposition to foreign misdeeds, even when the likelihood of changing the target country’s behavior is remote.”

Political psychology can explain the appeal of sanctions. A leader who engages in an unpopular foreign intervention can see his presidency destroyed. That happened during the presidencies of Lyndon Baines Johnson, who decided not to run again when facing pressure over his policies in Vietnam, and George W. Bush, who, although he won reelection, saw Iraq contribute to the collapse of his approval ratings during his second term and damage the electoral prospects of his party. At the same time, there is often domestic pressure to “do something” about human rights violations and cases of military aggression.7 Sanctions can thus appear to be a moderate and measured response to unacceptable behavior abroad. British diplomat Jeremy Greenstock was expressing a common frustration when he said that “there is nothing else between words and military action if you want to bring pressure upon a government” (Marcus 2010).

Sanctions are an “easy” option because the death and destruction that they cause are unlikely to stir large-scale domestic opposition. In addition to the fact that foreigners cannot easily influence American politics, people are subject to psychological barriers that impede a full appreciation of the damages caused by sanctions. Governments face pressure to address immediate harms that produce easily identifiable victims, a tendency that is rooted in what is called the availability bias (Sunstein 2003, 2007; Hanania 2015). Relative to the harms caused, as a general matter we pay too much attention to school shootings, terrorism, and shark attacks, and not enough to marginal changes in death rates from more mundane problems such as smoking, obesity, and car accidents.

John Mueller and Karl Mueller compare the limited threat from chemical and biological weapons, which are treated as out of bounds by all civilized nations, to the large-scale death and destruction caused by economic sanctions, which are a normal part of American foreign policy (Mueller and Mueller 1999). The authors write that “sanctions … may have contributed to more deaths during the post–Cold War era than all weapons of mass destruction throughout history” but nonetheless “this loss of human life has failed to make a great impression in the United States.” The availability bias helps explain why. Even if the possibility of chemical and biological weapons causing a large number of deaths is extremely remote, they can appear more threatening to policymakers and the public than economic embargoes that are certain to kill large numbers of people from such causes as infant mortality and lack of access to adequate healthcare. While nationalism and in-group bias ensure that our politics value the lives of Americans more than those of foreigners, immediate and clear harms to those living abroad, such as the bombing of civilians, can occasionally cause a domestic backlash. By contrast, economic sanctions, with harms that are largely hidden, have no hope of stirring up even a limited reaction similar to what we see when innocent foreigners are directly killed in American military strikes. If bombings caused as much economic and humanitarian destruction as sanctions did, the harm would be indisputable and such policies would be widely acknowledged as war crimes.


Conclusion

The implications of the arguments put forth in this book for politics and activism are mostly covered in the final chapter. With regard to US sanctions, however, it is worth discussing policy recommendations here, as the suggestions serve as a powerful demonstration of how those unhappy with American foreign policy have often been led astray by the illusion of grand strategy rather than focusing on realistic reforms that can change the incentive structures of politicians. American sanctions have harmed millions and led to a death count that trumps that of most wars of the last few decades. Policymakers’ willful ignorance of the empirical evidence showing that sanctions do not work, and their failure to combine economic coercion with diplomacy, strongly suggest that sanctions are enacted mainly for the sake of domestic political goals rather than to achieve foreign policy objectives. In looking for alternatives to current practices, it is thus important to consider not only the ostensible geopolitical aims of sanctions, but the political realities that American leaders face. In light of such considerations, this chapter recommends three policies: first, if using sanctions, the United States should limit them to individuals or symbolic targets rather than restrict entire categories of trade; second, the United States should be laxer in its enforcement of current and future sanctions regimes; and third, the law should be changed to make it more difficult for the executive branch to unilaterally impose sanctions in perpetuity.

From the perspectives of both the instrumental theory and the political theory of sanctions, a policy that only targeted individuals in foreign countries, rather than entire categories of commerce, would be a major improvement over the current approach. Sanctioning individuals is more likely to be effective, while avoiding the worst humanitarian consequences. Although there is no strong statistical evidence suggesting that sanctioning individuals can change state behavior, it is at least theoretically plausible that it would, for the same reason that a deterrence regime that focuses on those who commit crimes is more likely to succeed than one that harms innocent third parties. Leaders in the developing world often own property, take vacations, and send their children to school in the United States and Europe. Preventing them from doing so could lead human rights abusers and officials in rogue states to change their policies for self-interested reasons. Some anecdotal evidence suggests that such targeted policies can work, as Trump administration sanctions on the associates of Joseph Kabila, the former president of the Democratic Republic of Congo, might have helped convince him not to seek reelection (The Economist 2019).

Replacing more comprehensive sanctions regimes with restrictions aimed at foreign leaders can also serve the political interests of American officials, even if it falls short of actually changing the behavior of the target state. The United States sanctioned Ayatollah Khamenei in 2019, a symbolic move that caused little harm to the Iranian people, while giving the Trump administration the appearance of being tough on the regime (Wright 2019; Taylor 2019). It is unclear whether going beyond sanctions against the leadership of a country provides much more of a “symbolic win” than what one gets by focusing on a few individuals. If anything, placing broader sanctions on a country takes attention away from sanctions on individual leaders, which can be done to much greater dramatic effect. Personalization, that is, making political debates about individuals rather than issues, tends to make the news more compelling to the broader public (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). Imposing sanctions on Vladimir Putin would likely grab more public attention than has so far been given to the sanctions on the Russian economy, while also inflicting less collateral damage on the Russian people.

Besides sanctioning individuals, the United States can engage in symbolic boycotts that do not significantly harm the living standards of the people in the targeted country. For example, some historians believe that preventing South Africa from participating in international sporting events during the second half of the twentieth century had a large psychological effect on the country and may have helped turn its white citizens against apartheid (Booth 2003). Additionally, if the United States must keep current sanctions regimes in place, or enact new ones, lax enforcement may lead to fewer unintended consequences. While sanctions are created by legislation and executive order, ultimately the interpretation and implementation of the resulting programs are done through agencies such as the Department of the Treasury, to which few Americans pay close attention. The political benefits of placing sanctions come at their announcement, while enforcing them until they harm innocent parties abroad tends to mostly bring negative news coverage. When politicians face pressure to “do something” in the face of crises, it is far more humane to craft policies that maximize symbolic effects, while minimizing the economic and humanitarian costs.

Just because leaders have found it politically useful to implement stringent sanctions in the past does not mean that they will always do so in the future. Viewing sanctions through the lens of domestic politics, rather than international statecraft, suggests that opponents of such policies should focus most of their efforts on seeking reforms that create different incentive structures for American politicians, rather than putting forward different methods to achieve the foreign policy goals that sanctions are ostensibly meant to solve. This can be done by changing laws. Currently, Congress has delegated to the president the unilateral right to place sanctions on foreign countries. Under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, the executive has nearly unlimited power to restrict almost all forms of trade simply by declaring a national emergency. Under current practice, the “mere reiteration of statutory language in an executive order” is all that is needed to begin the process (Harris and Bialos 1985). President Reagan declared a national emergency on the basis of the “unusual and extraordinary threat” that the Export Administrative Act of 1979, a law that regulated the ability of American businesses to engage in foreign boycotts, was about to expire. The ability of the president to enact major economic regulations at the stroke of a pen is not only a usurpation of congressional power, but has made it too easy for administrations to employ sanctions, thus leading to the overuse of an ineffective policy instrument.

Given Congress’s long-standing penchant for abdicating its responsibility in foreign affairs, particularly the constitutionally specified authority to declare war, it may seem unrealistic to expect the legislative branch to amend the IEEPA (Hanania 2012). However, Congress has, in recent years, taken a more assertive role, during the Trump administration passing bills that were opposed by the White House pertaining to Russian sanctions (Collins, Herb, and Diaz 2017) and support for the Saudi war in Yemen (Gambino and Borger 2019). It is therefore possible to imagine legislation modeled after the War Powers Resolution, which requires the president to gain approval from Congress within 60 days of sending American forces into hostilities or else to end the operation (Rotunda 1997). A similar bill that would require congressional approval 60 days after the point at which a president decided to declare a national emergency under the IEEPA would make sanctions less likely to last by requiring congressional action for them to continue.8 In politics, default rules often determine outcomes; by switching the default from sanctions continuing indefinitely to such policies ending after a certain period of time, Congress can help prevent their overuse.

Unfortunately, while the existence of the War Powers Resolution should be cause for optimism, its actual implementation has failed to achieve its stated objective. Presidents have simply ignored the reporting requirement and continue to enjoy the nearly unfettered ability to employ force abroad (Rolph 1992; Glennon 1984). We may therefore suspect that a similar law that sought to rein in the IEEPA would suffer the same fate. To avoid this, Congress should make it explicit that Americans harmed by unauthorized sanctions can bring lawsuits against the federal government, as Congress and state legislators often create a cause of action within a law to help with enforcement (Lowenfeld 1996; Harrison 1998). Courts have been known to defer to the executive branch on major foreign policy issues, but they would likely be more willing to intervene in economic policy in light of specific statutory authorization than they have been to weigh in on ongoing wars. While the War Powers Resolution failed because Congress did not remain vigilant after it was passed, allowing aggrieved parties to challenge sanctions in court could ensure a reliable enforcement mechanism for a law meant to limit the emergency powers created by the IEEPA. In such a case, one would not have to rely on the continuing input of a legislative branch that has, for several decades now, shown itself to be extremely passive with regard to major foreign policy issues.

Finally, greater awareness of the deficiencies of sanctions should discourage their overuse. If sanctions are used mostly because they give the impression that the American government is doing something between war and nothing, then a better understanding on the part of the educated public of the actual impact of sanctions can have a major effect. Leaders would like to appear bold and decisive, carrying out policies that serve the interests of the nation without harming people abroad. This is why executive orders and statements regarding sanctions often reference the people of the nation being targeted, purporting to care about their well-being. Yet the narrative presented by American leaders is false. For their own political gain, policymakers impose costs on powerless groups of people, up to and including death, without achieving American foreign policy goals. The more aware that the public is of the counterproductive effects of sanctions, the less likely it is to support their use. This is a reason for optimism: although domestic politics is currently the driving force behind sanctions, it may also be what ultimately ends the practice.

Notes


	On the sending of weapons to Syria, many of which ended up in the hands of extremist groups such as ISIS and al-Qaeda, see O’Connor (2017) and Mazzetti, Goldman, and Schmidt (2017).

	A searchable database of sanctions by country and other categories is made available by the Treasury Department at Office of Foreign Assets Control. “Sanctions List Search.” Available at https://sanctionssearch.ofac.treas.gov/Default.aspx.

	This is based on the assumption that the infant mortality rate of Iraq would have been equal to its neighbors Syria and Jordan if not for economic sanctions. In reality, Iraq’s infant mortality rate may have been even lower than those countries in the absence of sanctions, given the country’s oil wealth.

	This total counts the former Yugoslavia as one country.

	As mentioned before, looking only at the data for Venezuela for one year alone, an estimated 40,000 people have died as a result of US sanctions – more than the War in Donbass between Russia and Ukraine (13,000 deaths); the 2006 Israel-Hezbollah War (1,000–2,000 deaths); and the First Libyan Civil War in 2011 (estimates vary widely, but cite 30,000 deaths at the highest end). Over the last two decades, only a handful of conflicts, such as those in Iraq and Syria, may have produced a death toll that has been higher than the aggregate effect of American sanctions. For a source on Libya, see CBS News (2011); for a source on the War in Donbass, see Unian (2019); for the war in Lebanon, see The Los Angeles Times (2019). We have little reason to suspect that sanctions on Venezuela are unique in their effects; it is simply the only recent case from which we have comprehensive data that have been analyzed.

	Captured recordings and documents from inside Saddam’s regime indicate that Aziz was accurately presenting the views of the Iraqi government (Woods et al. 2011:16–58).

	As mentioned already, talking about domestic political pressures is not meant to imply that it is usually the broad public that demands a response. As the public tends to be indifferent toward most foreign policy issues, pressure is more likely to come from influential members of the bureaucracy and other foreign policy elites.

	For a proposal that calls for a review of sanctions every five years, without going into deeper issues of enforcement and the division of power between the executive and the legislative branches, see Drezner (2019).





6The war on terror from the public choice perspective

DOI: 10.4324/9781003223467-7

In late 2019, The Washington Post released over 2,000 pages of interviews conducted with government officials and contractors involved in the Afghanistan War.1 At that point, Afghanistan was the longest-running war in American history. It had cost the United States close to $1 trillion and around 2,300 military personnel dead, in addition to the lives of about 1,100 other coalition forces and over 100,000 Afghans (Amadeo 2019b; Crawford 2016a, 2016b). The Afghanistan papers, as they were called, were a shocking insight into the conduct of that war.

In addition to depressing anecdotes about waste, fraud, and corruption at lower levels, the interviews reveal confusion about the most fundamental goals of the conflict at the highest levels of government. Among the interviewees was Ryan Crocker, who in January 2002 was named the interim chargé d’affaires to the new government of Afghanistan. The interviewer mentioned that they must have realized early on that efforts in that country would take years. Ambassador Crocker responded by saying that they did not actually know that, as “we didn’t know what the task was” or “what the US was there to do.” Everything from “long term nation-building” to keeping “our role and our agenda very minimal” was on the table.

Five years after Ambassador Crocker went to Afghanistan, General Dan Kelly McNeill began serving as commander of the International Security Assistance Force. He told his interviewers that “there was no NATO campaign plan, a lot of verbiage and talk, but no plan.” He reports specifically trying to find someone to tell him what victory would look like or exactly what the United States should be doing, with no luck.


I tried to get someone to define for me what winning meant, even before I went over, and nobody could. Nobody would give me a good definition of what it meant. After I had been there for a couple weeks in 2007 … the question became, What’s achievable? If we can raise them 10–12 spots on infant mortality, and on poverty indexes a few slots, that would be great … The responses to the question [were] so widely diverse. Some people were thinking in terms of Jeffersonian democracy, but that’s just not going to happen in Afghanistan.


After the attacks of September 11, the United States responded by not only invading the country hosting the terrorists who planned the events of that day, but another Muslim country that had nothing to do with them. While the motivations behind the first war are clear, the question of why the United States undertook the second one remains puzzling and debated by scholars to this day (Butt 2019).

This chapter argues that the myth of grand strategy has misled analysts trying to understand the war on terror, including the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. I begin by comparing what the grand strategy perspective would predict regarding American policy toward the Greater Middle East, compared to the public choice perspective. If American policy is oriented toward certain ends, we should see, at the very least, clear goals and planning for the postwar aftermath of countries that the United States has invaded. Diplomatic and military efforts should complement one another. The major initiatives of one administration should remain consistent once political circumstances change or a new administration comes into office. The public choice perspective, in contrast, would predict little in the way of long-term planning, as politicians would be oriented toward achieving short-term political goals. Simply being involved in a conflict can create political costs of getting out, and we will thus find the justification for each war shifting over time. Even if a president wants to scale back commitments or leave, he may face bureaucratic pressure not to do so and give in to it. Both stability and chaos can be used to justify continuing involvement in a conflict. If the war is going well, it can be argued that now is not the time to give up the gains we have made. If the state is about to collapse, the United States must do what it can to achieve victory or at least make gains in order to get the other side to the negotiating table.

In this chapter, when I speak of the “war on terror,” I mean American policy toward the Greater Middle East ostensibly meant to defend against security threats in the aftermath of 9/11, and discuss the period from the 9/11 attacks to the end of the Obama administration. I choose this as a topic of study for the same two reasons I chose to focus on the rise of the Soviet Union and communist China in Chapter 4: importance, and the fact that policy toward the Middle East presents a “most likely” case for the grand strategy perspective, or, alternatively a “least likely” case for the public choice perspective. Regarding importance, the United States has sacrificed more blood and treasure in the Greater Middle East, particularly in Iraq and Afghanistan, than it has in any other region of the world over the last two decades. Thus, if the public choice perspective can shed some light on why the United States has made certain decisions and not others, then this chapter can provide useful historical insights. Relatedly, because the costs of involvement in the region have been so high and the sacrifices so extensive, American leaders have devoted more time, energy, and political capital to the war on terror than they have to any other foreign policy issue. Thus, if there is likely to be a grand strategy anywhere, here is one of the places where we would most expect to find it. If, as argued in this chapter, American behavior throughout both conflicts has been based on ignorance and short-term political self-interest without much long-term concern for American interests or any strategic vision, then the public choice perspective is even more likely to have strong explanatory power in other areas of foreign policy, where the public is even less informed and toward which top officials are able to devote only a fraction of the attention that they have given to topics like the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Throughout American policy toward the region, we see much stronger evidence for the public choice perspective. The Afghanistan papers reveal uncertainty about the mission at the highest levels of government, generally matching what we see in memoirs and other first-hand accounts of what happened. While many top officials realized that the goals they set were either unrealistic or nonexistent, the leadership of the Pentagon pressured both Obama and Trump to continue on the current path or increase American commitments. Obama’s surge can be explained as a compromise he was boxed into given his own skepticism of the Afghanistan War, on one hand, and the promises he made during the 2008 campaign and the advocacy of Pentagon officials and the military on the other. In Iraq, I show that the decision to go to war was based on the victory of one bureaucratic faction over the other. The lack of planning for the postwar aftermath can be explained in part by the fact that the hawkish faction, centered around the Pentagon and the Office of the Vice President, did not believe in nation-building. Yet after Saddam was removed, President Bush adopted the views of what had been the anti-war faction, which involved a rejection of the exiles championed by the war hawks and a more long-term strategy oriented toward creating a democratic Iraq with new leaders. President Bush, who worked with dedication on a year-long campaign to bring the country into war, made the most important decisions about the postwar planning at the latest date possible and with the most careless indifference. While the Iraq War was sold as a preemptive strike that would protect Americans from direct attack, it became a humanitarian intervention based on an ad hoc theory that forced democratization was achievable, that it would have a domino effect, and eventually end terrorism. This was due to the embarrassment over the lack of WMDs and connections between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaida that became apparent not long after the occupation began. The freedom agenda was born because it was the only way that the Bush administration could justify a continuing occupation, which was necessary because pulling out would have been interpreted as an embarrassing defeat.

How the United States has approached Iran has similarly been better explained by powerful concentrated interests, and thus political incentives, than it has been by a long-term grand strategy. As candidates, both Barack Obama and Donald Trump expressed a willingness to negotiate directly with adversaries. Trump has never done so with Iran, while President Obama was only able to reach an agreement with Tehran in the second term of his administration. Importantly, perhaps the keystone foreign policy accomplishment of the Obama administration was undone quite easily by the next president because certain special interests – namely the Saudis, the Israelis, and members of the foreign policy establishment – were opposed to the deal. While President Obama had to expend a great deal of political capital in order to secure the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), it was the rare instance in the war on terror of an American president undertaking a major foreign policy initiative that arguably hurt him politically. Even here, however, it had to wait for his second term, and the accomplishment was only safe as long as President Obama was still in office.


Muddling along in the war on terror

After 9/11, the Bush administration declared a “war on terror.” The first scripted use of the phrase by the president was in a joint address to Congress on September 20, 2001. Setting out the essentially maximalist demands that would come to define much of his administration, President Bush told lawmakers that “our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated” (White House 2001b). In the frenzy of the weeks that followed, the United States worked to get the domestic and international legal authorization to wage war against al-Qaida, which it could also use as a cover to go after other groups. Already by September 14, President Bush had signed the Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF), which gave the president the authorization to strike countries and organizations that carried out or abetted the September 11 attacks. The UN Security Council also passed resolutions that provided a legal justification for going after those responsible.

The theory of grand strategy does not have much to say about what the United States should have done at this point, other than asserting that there should have been some kind of grand strategy. American economic, diplomatic, and military resources should have been working toward certain goals. If the United States went to war, the ends sought should have been connected to this larger strategy, and the plan implemented in the postwar aftermath should have reflected this. Any grand strategy needs to persist for some substantive amount of time; if the government seeks completely new goals every week, or even every few months, it would be strange to say that the United States had a grand strategy in any true sense.

In contrast, the public choice perspective expects policy to be made on an ad hoc basis throughout the war on terror. Certain political and ideological motivations might bring the country into war. Once American forces occupy a country, however, new political realities are created. This is partly due to not only the inherent unpredictability of the international system, but also our domestic political system, where leaders are always juggling various priorities and subject to political pressures, including those of the election cycle. Our presidents are selected for their ability to succeed politically and the leader of the country is always at most only two years away from personally seeking reelection or, if forced out by the constitutional term limit, wanting to see his party succeed and continue his legacy. Thus, once political realities change, goals and justifications also change and the history of the recent past is rewritten in order to meet current circumstances, regardless of whether the new ends sought are consistent with previous objectives or any other aspect of American foreign policy.

The president also potentially faces pressure from the national security bureaucracy once a conflict has started. Wars must be funded, and more conflict tends to mean higher budgets. This gives military and civilian officials control over where money goes, which allows them to gain status in the eyes of the public, develop patronage networks within the government, and make a good impression on those in the private sector who can provide them with employment opportunities once they retire (Bender 2010). Public opinion and bureaucratic pressures interact, as those within the government with an interest in continuing a conflict can shape how it is perceived and understood by the citizenry. While outright disobedience is rare, high-ranking officials can strategically leak information to sympathetic journalists, engage in threat inflation when testifying before Congress or otherwise communicating to the broader public, and find other ways to make life difficult for a president seeking withdrawal.

One can sum up the two ways of looking at American foreign policy as follows. To believers in grand strategy, war is a means to accomplish national security objectives. In the public choice perspective, national security objectives are a way to accomplish war, or at the very least a large military budget. If those are the ends sought, then one can create rationalizations that purport to be in the national interest or humanitarian in nature. As I show, the war on terror has seen the creation of at least three ideologies that make little sense from a policy perspective but served the needs of political actors. The first of these was the entire concept of the war on terror itself, or the idea that the attacks of 9/11 needed to be met with a response that was large, expensive, expansive in its definition of enemies, and militarized. The second of these was the Freedom Agenda, with a president who claimed that the future of the United States depended on its ability to spread democracy abroad. This idea is extremely bizarre in retrospect, and politics provides the best explanation as to why it came to guide American foreign policy. Finally, the theory of counterinsurgency (COIN) was developed by generals seeking to increase the American commitment in Afghanistan, and pushed onto a skeptical president at the beginning of the Obama administration. It is telling that the military leadership favored a continuing presence in that country both before and after the period of time during which the United States adopted COIN as a strategy, and also that President Obama short-circuited the strategy when he announced a troop increase in Afghanistan at the same moment he set a timetable for withdrawal. In each of these cases, once the political need for the theory in question disappeared, so did the “grand strategy” that it implied. The Bush administration did not start any more land wars once it was occupied with Iraq and Afghanistan. After it no longer needed to justify the original decision to invade Iraq, democratization reverted to its previous level of importance in American foreign policy, and policymakers no longer see COIN as the way to stabilize post-conflict societies now that they do not have to convince a reluctant president to continue the Afghanistan War.


The four eras of the war on terror

In reviewing the conduct of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and American policy toward the Greater Middle East through the end of the Obama presidency more generally, this section argues that there were four main eras. Each transition from one era to another was motivated by political realities created by previous events, rather than new threats or challenges faced by the nation. During each period, there was little planning beyond the next several months, at most years, given the reasonable assumption that each president could make that any long-term effects of current policy would fall to a future administration, and that, even if they did not, they would be better off dealing with future problems when they arose rather than try to forecast what will be best for them in the medium to long term.


War as a political strategy (September 11, 2001–September 6, 2003)

The United States, after being blindsided by the attacks of September 11, 2001, attributed the events of that day to the al-Qaida network based in Afghanistan and led by Osama bin Laden. The AUMF passed only four days later, unanimously in the Senate and with one dissenting voice in the House, that of Congresswoman Barbara Lee (D-California). On October 7, the United States launched Operation Enduring Freedom in conjuncture with a collection of Afghan militias known as the Northern Alliance. By November 12, Kabul fell, and an interim government was sworn in on December 21. After conquering Afghanistan, the United States and its allies faced a low-level insurgency that would gradually increase throughout the next decade and a war that continued until the Taliban ultimately triumphed over the Kabul government in August 2021.

As indicated by the vote on the AUMF, domestic support for the Afghanistan War was overwhelming in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. Polls conducted in the initial months of the conflict suggested that around 90% of Americans supported sending military forces to that country (Bowman 2008:57). Perhaps just about any administration would have gone to war against the state that sheltered those who committed the deadliest terrorist attack in American history. The Iraq War, however, was far from a self-evident next step, and ultimately a result of the unique ideological commitments, political interests, and psychological predispositions of top officials in the Bush administration.

Since the First Gulf War, when he tried to annex neighboring Kuwait and was repulsed by the international community, Saddam Hussein had been an international pariah and enemy of the United States. Hostility between the United States and Iraq culminated in the passage of the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, which made regime change the official policy of the United States. Not long after invading Afghanistan, top administration officials began to warn the public about Saddam Hussein possibly having weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and his alleged ties to terrorism. In March 2003, the United States invaded Iraq, after which it famously found no WMDs and faced a violent insurgency.

Trying to understand American grand strategy, or the lack thereof, in the aftermath of 9/11 requires an inquiry into why the United States invaded Iraq and Afghanistan, and what it chose to do immediately after conquering those two states. While the question of the war in Iraq has sparked much more academic debate, the answer to why such an expansive mission was undertaken in Afghanistan, namely regime change and ultimately nation-building instead of focusing on bringing the perpetrators of 9/11 to justice, is in retrospect far from obvious. While for reasons of politics and national security something had to be done in response to an attack that killed over 3,000 American civilians, it seems that the Bush administration had several options that did not involve such an ambitious war.

No evidence has ever emerged that the Taliban itself knew about the 9/11 attacks, much less planned it. Nor did it in any way indicate that it supported the action. Already by September 12, the Afghan ambassador to Pakistan had condemned the 9/11 attacks (see CNN 2001; Fox News 2001). On September 21, President Bush delivered an ultimatum, demanding that the Taliban hand over all leaders of al-Qaida, release all foreign nationals then imprisoned in Afghanistan, and close every terrorist camp in the country, saying that these demands were “not open to negotiation or discussion” (The Washington Post 2001).

The behavior of the Taliban indicates that it was willing to meet practically all American demands as long as it was given a way to do so while also saving face. In response to Bush’s threat, the Taliban scrambled to find a way to stay in power. To demand unconditional surrender was little short of declaring war. Even had the Taliban wanted to meet American demands within the short window given, it is unlikely that it would have been able to, given the low level of state capacity of the Afghan government and the fact that al-Qaida was a dedicated fighting force far from major administrative centers (Coll 2019:62–63). To hand over al-Qaida would have required no less than the Taliban undertaking its own military operations. On September 24, 2001, Mahmud Ahmed, Director-General of the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence, who had just met with the reclusive Afghan leader, told State Department and Pentagon officials that Mullah Omar was scared and could be negotiated with. The Ambassador to Pakistan responded that “the time for negotiating is over,” but Ahmed’s comments were sent back to Washington. Less than a week later, the Taliban announced that it had bin Laden under control and was willing to discuss his fate. Again, Andy Card, White House Chief of Staff, replied that “the president has said we’re not negotiating” (Greenway and MacKenzie 2001). When asked about the potential for talks with the Taliban, the mantra of “no negotiations” had become the standard line of the American government, from the president and his spokespeople down to American representatives abroad, repeated both privately and in public.

Even after the war began, the Taliban was willing to negotiate over what the United States ostensibly wanted from an invasion. On October 14, Deputy Prime Minister Haji Abdul Kabir indicated that the Taliban might be willing to hand over bin Laden to a third country for trial (Gannon 2001a). A spokesperson for the White House again gave the standard response. Nearly one month into the American campaign, Taliban spokesman Amir Khan Muttaqi expressed amazement, declaring “we do not want to fight,” and “we will negotiate. But talk to us like a sovereign country. We are not a province of the United States, to be issued orders to. We have asked for proof of Osama’s involvement, but they have refused. Why?” (Gannon 2001b). A State Department official responded that the Taliban could see the proof on television, falsely claiming that bin Laden had already taken credit for the attack. Although it is true that the United States had difficulty reaching the Taliban on the issue of bin Laden before 9/11, the events of that day had created a new reality, which Mullah Omar and his associates might have accepted and submitted to. At the very least, they may have been convinced to stand aside during a limited military mission that would dismantle al-Qaida (Cristol 2018:102–103). Options like this went unexplored.

Thus, over the course of the two and a half weeks between Bush’s ultimatum and the beginning of the war, the Taliban was inching closer to completely capitulating to the American position, and may have done so if given more time, or in response to a limited military strike that stopped short of regime change. Moreover, officials from the very top of the movement were communicating with American officials indirectly about their desire to negotiate. The demand for proof from the Taliban can be seen as the desire to have the most basic acknowledgement of their sovereignty as the rulers of Afghanistan. No one knows how flexible the Taliban ultimately may have been had the United States been willing to talk. What we can be certain about is that the administration did not behave as if it had the slightest interest in avoiding war, or even limiting any conflict that did occur. Even without talking to the Taliban, a war that focused only on uprooting al-Qaida was also a possibility, one that does not appear to have been seriously considered.

A similar puzzle extends to Iraq. According to how the invasion was sold to the public, the motivations were Saddam Hussein’s WMD program and his alleged ties to al-Qaida. The case for the terrorist ties was clearly based on motivated reasoning, and has been widely dismissed as a true motivation for the war (Jervis 2010:ch. 4). The issue of WMDs is more complicated, and Saddam may have even fooled his own generals into assuming that he had such weapons, the belief in which he might have thought was necessary to deter Iran (Woods et al. 2011:42–44, 292–294; Gordon and Trainor 2007: 135–140). Regardless, there is widespread agreement that WMDs were not the real reason for the war, but rather settled upon as a matter of public relations (Galbraith 2006:78–79). Indeed, there are major indications that the decision to go to war with Iraq had been made long before the inspections process could have had a chance to succeed. A staffer on the National Security Council reports that the decision was made as early as February 2002 (Ackerman and Foer 2003). In March, President Bush famously interrupted a meeting between National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice and three senators to say, “Fuck Saddam. We’re taking him out.” A few days later, he floated the idea of invading Iraq to British Prime Minister Tony Blair (Anderson 2011:76). Right before the war began, Saddam’s behavior came to resemble that of the Taliban after 9/11, with the Iraqi leader indicating that he was willing to accede to practically all American demands, while the Bush administration refused to even facilitate convenient channels of communication through, say, sending an envoy to Iraq to discuss the issues involved. The desire to attack Iraq can be pushed further back, to the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. According to Woodward (2002:99), on September 17 Bush was already telling his cabinet “I believe Iraq was involved, but I’m not going to strike them now. I don’t have the evidence at this point.”2

From this perspective, the issue of how government officials got the intelligence wrong on Iraq and WMDs, which has been the subject of so much study, becomes moot. Worry about WMDs and ties to al-Qaida did not drive the decision to go to war; the desire to “take Saddam out” came first, and the justification later. The motivated reasoning that led top officials to blame Saddam Hussein for the 9/11 attacks immediately after they happened indicates that this was an emotional and instinctual decision. The most convenient thing for the administration would have been to find some evidence indicating a direct connection between Saddam and 9/11 that it could take to the public. Without any such evidence, they settled on WMDs and less tangible “ties” between al-Qaida and Iraq. Even without the administration ever explicitly saying that Saddam planned 9/11, many Americans made that connection, with one September 2003 poll finding 69% thought it was at least likely that the deposed dictator was involved (Milbank and Deane 2003). Had they not settled on WMDs and links to al-Qaida, just about any justification could have brought the United States into war, given how many Americans held the Iraqi regime directly responsible for 9/11, an inference that can only have resulted from an administration that responded to the events of that day by putting a target on Saddam. The WMDs justification is further belied by the fact that the International Atomic Energy Agency stresses that Saddam’s regime was cooperating with the inspections in the time period directly before the invasion (Butt 2019).

What about democratization? Some have pointed the finger at neoconservative ideology, which supposedly included a utopian vision meant to remake the Middle East in order to end terrorism and drag that region into the modern world (Heilbrunn 2009; MacDonald 2014). This theory does not fit with the record, which has revealed no special concern with democracy nor even a fully endorsed plan for democratization before the invasion of Iraq. As will be discussed more fully below, as a result of the failure to find WMDs, the Bush administration began to justify the continued occupation of Iraq in terms of spreading democracy, which would put an end to terrorism, a form of ad hoc ideological fabrication that conveniently served the political interests of the Bush administration. However sincerely the president and other top officials might have come to believe in this theory, the contemporary record is clear that this was not a motivation for either of the two major post-9/11 wars. The United States had no long-term strategy for the occupation phase in either Iraq or Afghanistan. While American leaders certainly hoped for democracy, and while actively installing a dictator as the United States might have done in earlier generations was unthinkable, there was at first little indication that the end goal of democratization was something that US forces should be willing to fight for over the next two decades; suggesting as much at the outset of either Iraq or Afghanistan would have been treated as absurd. In the case of Iraq, some of the most prominent advocates of war, including Vice President Cheney and Under Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith, would have been satisfied to install the Ahmad Chalabi-led Iraqi National Congress (INC) to replace Saddam and leave.

President Bush did not conclusively reject this or a similar idea until the months after Saddam was gone. His reckless indifference to the postwar aftermath, when considered in comparison to the year-long public relations campaign that the administration undertook to bring the country into war, indicates that nothing about what would happen after Baghdad fell motivated going into Iraq. Before the invasion, Vice President Cheney stated that the only legitimacy new Iraqi leaders needed would come on the back of an Abrams tank (Bonin 2012:210–213). The State Department, in contrast, while less excited about the war, was skeptical about the Iraqi exiles and believed that should the United States decide to invade, it should seek democratic institutions and accountable government (Ricks 2006:101–103). These two factions within the administration were feuding in the run-up to the war, which hindered their ability to cooperate in planning the post-conflict phase. The Pentagon, in control of the troops on the ground that overthrew Saddam and kept order after he was deposed, had relatively little contact with those doing most of the postwar planning, which was divorced from and could not seriously take account of the security situation that would have made even the most well thought-out plans difficult if not impossible to implement (Fallows 2009).

It is important to emphasize that very few individuals advocated for the entirety of the main policies adopted in Iraq, that is, both the decision to go to war and to engage in nation-building. The war hawks did not want to do nation-building, while those partial to nation-building did not want war. Ultimately, this combination of policies was the result of presidential decision-making. President Bush agreed with his advisers who wanted to invade Iraq, but then sided with the State Department on what the objective would be once Saddam Hussein was gone. There is nothing in social science that requires President Bush in 2003 and 2004 to have had a consistent strategy in mind that gave coherence to the two fateful decisions that he made. Coalition Provisional Authority administrator Paul Bremer (2006:ch. 1) tells the story of how the United States came to engage in the long-term occupation of Iraq. Having been alarmed by reports that a new Iraqi government would be appointed by May 15, only two months after the invasion, he had a one-on-one meeting with President Bush on May 8 where he tried to disabuse him of “this reckless fantasy—what some in the administration were calling ‘early transfer’ of power—animated in part by their aversion to ‘nation-building.’” Bremer called for giving Iraq “a free press, trade unions, political parties, professional organizations.” The president agreed, telling his cabinet right afterward, “I don’t know whether we need this meeting after all. Jerry and I have just had it.” Zalmay Khalilzad (2016:ch. 16), who was working on forming the new Iraqi government at the time, confirms the importance of Bremer’s role, writing


in retrospect, it seems that the principals disengaged from close oversight of Iraq policy after the private lunch between the president and Bremer. They appeared to believe that the president had given his new envoy free rein to manage Iraq.


The former ambassador also writes that he does not remember a single meeting to discuss the disbanding of the Iraqi Army, perhaps the most consequential decision made in the immediate aftermath of the removal of Saddam Hussein. National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley told Khalilzad that around that time he stopped conducting Deputy Committee meetings on Iraq as Bremer would handle all important decisions in Baghdad.

With that indifference from the top began the process of nation-building in Iraq. American policy switched from a plan of quick transition to Iraqi rule in early May to an open-ended, potentially endless transformation of Iraqi society based on nothing more than a lunch meeting of the president. The policy in Afghanistan may have been even more mindless. Throughout 2002, the United States conducted relatively small raids narrowly focused on the mission of fighting terrorism. In March 2002, CIA paramilitary forces pursued al-Qaida and Taliban forces into mountains along the border with Pakistan, and Operation Jacana was carried out in the spring and summer of that year (Bahmanyar 2012:60; Dutton and Waldhauser 2003). Yet for the most part, Afghanistan was on the back burner, leading to criticism years later that the Bush administration took its “eye off the ball” as it turned its attention to Iraq. Considering how little actual strategic planning went into deciding what to do with Iraq, we must conclude that Afghanistan was completely neglected after the Taliban was removed.

The postwar plan was for Afghanistan officially determined by the Bonn Agreement of December 2001. The Westerners involved in crafting that agreement from the State Department and UN based their ambitious goals on “lessons learned” from previous conflicts during the 1990s in places like Bosnia and Haiti (Mukhopadhyay 2009:3). Khalilzad (2016:ch.11) reflected years later that “looking back, it is remarkable how seamlessly decisions were made.” According to the diplomat, while top officials had little interest in nation-building, lower ranking deputies took the lead in planning and negotiating the Bonn Agreement. President Bush and Vice President Cheney in their memoirs both represented the Bonn Agreement as something negotiated by the Afghans, giving the entire conference only the most passing mention and ignoring the American role in helping lead and direct the negotiations between the various factions invited (Bush 2010:205; Cheney 2011:329). Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld (2011:404) at least mentions the assistance Ambassador Khalilzad provided to the Afghans, but does not elaborate on the decision-making process that determined the advice and guidance American officials came to provide. Even with years of hindsight, these men did not consider the Bonn Agreement to be worthy of much thought or discussion, despite it making official the fundamental decisions about the future of Afghanistan that would determine the course of American policy, including the appointment of Hamid Karzai as interim president. This belies the theory of grand strategy, as there is no indication that American leaders had much interest in the immediate aftermath of the invasions that they were planning.

We find that the origins of both Iraq and Afghanistan follow a pattern. In each case, the United States ostensibly wanted something – bringing al-Qaida to justice in Afghanistan and verification of disarmament in the case of Iraq – but did not seriously consider ways to achieve those ends short of war. Once it conquered the targeted country, American behavior appears to have had little to do with the original justification for war. The United States could have stayed narrowly focused on terrorism in Afghanistan, as it has when striking countries like Somalia and Yemen, and it could have removed Saddam Hussein and then left, putting into power the Iraqi National Congress or even keeping the old regime intact with a new president. In both cases, top American officials made or delegated key decisions about their postwar policy with little thought given to the issues involved. The Bonn Agreement was a product of the efforts of what can be called the transnational nation-building community, those in the United Nations and the State Department who had acknowledged expertise in conflicts that appeared to be superficially similar to what was happening in Afghanistan. Postwar policy in Iraq was determined by President Bush’s meeting with L. Paul Bremer in early May 2003, and one man’s vision came to determine what the United States would do with that country. In neither case does the postwar plan appear to have been connected to any larger strategy.

Still, what was the original justification for the wars? In 2019, Ahsan Butt argued that America decided to invade Iraq out of a desire for a “performative war.” American leaders wanted to ensure that no other country would challenge their hegemony over the Middle East and the rest of the world. This is a strategic theory, even if the administration misled the public about the reasons for the war. The United States was trying to achieve certain ends, in this case mainly hegemony, and its behavior was calibrated toward achieving that goal through signaling to other rational actors within the system. In this telling, while leaders might be mistaken about whether the means they use are the best way to achieve their goals, they are rational in the sense that they actually have geopolitical goals that they may be mistaken about. Recall that the public choice framework also sees individuals as rational, but expects actions to be directed toward political goals, not achieving some end state in foreign affairs.

Butt’s theory, if true, can also provide an explanation for the Afghanistan War. In fact, the necessity of a “demonstrative war” was even stronger in that case. What message would it have sent to current and potential adversaries if one could harbor a terrorist leader who had killed 3,000 Americans, and all you would suffer for it was a temporary violation of your sovereignty that left the offending government in power? Already, the United States had for five years been pressuring the Taliban to hand over Osama bin Laden (Cristol 2018). A demonstration that such behavior was unacceptable could have been consistent with a model of the world in which the United States has a grand strategy.

President Bush’s private and public statements in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks indicated that the United States would be facing a long struggle. Already on September 12, he said that the events of that day were an act of war, not simply terrorism (White House 2001a). In a joint address to Congress on September 20, he asked the public “for your patience in what will be a long struggle” (White House 2001b). But why, exactly? The fact that the 9/11 attacks had been destructive in their magnitude did not imply that the response had to be costly or long-lasting. The problem of bacterial infections has plagued humanity as long as it has existed, yet that did not mean that penicillin had to be expensive or take a long time to work upon its discovery. Major problems, especially if they had previously been ignored, might in theory have solutions that are cheap and easy. There were a few hundred members of al-Qaida before the September 11 attacks, and the number who planned events of that day must have been significantly smaller (Farrall 2011:130–131). For a superpower like the United States, eliminating every member of that organization could have been done with a relatively small investment of resources. Yet even by September 12, it was clear that any official who came to the president advising that terrorism could be solved with a limited military operation would have been met with skepticism at best; the conception of the problem as a long struggle between good and evil did not allow for an enemy that would fold too easily.

The demonstrative war theory makes sense in this context, but it can only provide an explanation of the decisions to invade Iraq and Afghanistan if we ignore what happened after the governments of those two countries fell. Recall that, as argued in Chapter 2, to meaningfully say a state has a grand strategy, it must pursue the goal it sets for itself over a nontrivial period of time. Both the Taliban and Saddam Hussain personally suffered for defying the United States, and this may have deterred other actors, giving the wars the appearance of strategy. Yet little planning was put into the postwar aftermath, and the actions ultimately taken served to work against the original goal of deterrence by tying the United States down. Saddam was removed within weeks, and the United States stayed for another eight years, the results of which were to empower Iran by supporting the rule of factions close to that country, particularly the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq and its successor organizations and affiliates. Kabul fell in 2001, and American forces stayed in Afghanistan for another 20 years. Once Saddam and the Taliban were removed, the United States was not continuously punishing enemies, or credibly threatening to do so, but spending most of its time and effort abroad on building democratic governments. By way of analogy, imagine one mafia don kills another, and this is said to send a message to others not to mess with him. Immediately after finishing off the victim, however, the gang leader begins taking care of the murdered man’s kin, so much so that he no longer has the resources to fight or deter other rivals.

One cannot save the demonstrative war theory simply by saying American leaders had a strategy, but were mistaken about the consequences of their actions. It was their choice, or perhaps more precisely, non-choice, to remain in Iraq and Afghanistan and try to build stable, democratic states. Yet the later actions had no plausible connection to the supposed goal of deterring other potential adversaries. According to Robert Gates (2014:336), Secretary of Defense from 2006 to 2011, “I came to realize that in Afghanistan, as in Iraq, having decided to replace the regime, when it came to ‘with what?,’ the American government had no idea what would follow.” Dov Zakheim (2013:3), a foreign policy adviser to President Bush and Under Secretary of Defense, later wrote that “the U.S. government did not engage, anywhere in any of its various departments and agencies, in extensive planning for a post-Taliban Afghanistan. There was no time, and not much incentive, to do so.” A quick war that killed the leaders of the Taliban, followed by one that targeted Saddam and his circle, would have sent a powerful message to the rest of the world, while also leaving the United States free to deal with other enemies. American leaders did not do this, because there was little thought about what would happen after the targeted regimes were deposed. Given the human tendency toward self-deception, leaders will always try to convince others, and even, or perhaps especially, themselves, that they are behaving in ways consistent with accomplishing strategic geopolitical goals. Often, only through their behavior can we determine how credible such claims are. In the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, in which even American officials often tell us there were no real postwar plans, we should believe them.

The simplest explanation for why the United States went into Iraq and Afghanistan and removed the governments of those states is that there were psychological and political incentives to engage in regime change. War in response to terrorism was good politics; it also soothed any wounded pride that officials had. From the perspective of Trivers’ theory of self-deception, one cannot separate the psychological and political motivations, since it holds that politicians will find ideas appealing to the extent to which they serve their self-interest. While Butt’s demonstrative war theory and the public choice model might both predict that the United States should engage in regime change wars after an event like 9/11, only the latter can explain why the occupation phase was given so little thought in each conflict and in no way served the purposes that supposedly motivated the initial decisions to invade.

In the time immediately after the 9/11 attacks, President Bush’s approval rating reached 90%, the highest ever recorded for any president by Gallup (Moore 2001). The public can be fickle, however; the previous record had been 89% for the senior Bush in the aftermath of the First Gulf War, and he had gone on to lose his reelection campaign the next year as the focus of voters turned away from foreign policy toward the economy. What had been a tragedy for the nation was a godsend for the second President Bush politically, but it would ultimately only have electoral consequences if the country could be kept on a war footing. Thus, within weeks of 9/11 the United States had gone into Afghanistan, and American politics in 2002 was dominated by the debate over the Iraq War.

The historical norm has been for new presidents to lose congressional seats in midterm elections. The younger Bush bucked that trend, as Republicans gained two seats in the Senate and eight in the House in 2002. This was to this day the last midterm election in which the president’s party did not lose at least one house of Congress. In the Senate race in Georgia that year, Republican challenger Saxby Chambliss won his seat after a campaign season that included an ad in which pictures of his opponent Max Cleland were paired with images of Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden.

By the time of Bush’s 2004 reelection, Iraq had come to be a liability.3 Nonetheless, the public choice model does not predict long-term planning from politicians, even regarding the election cycle. The instincts of a good politician working in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, should have been focused on controlling the course of events up to November 2002, not November 2004, since uncertainty grows at a supralinear rate the further into the future one is trying to forecast (Tetlock 2017). President Bush would have had a lot more confidence about how the push for war with Iraq would affect the chances of Republicans winning the midterms than what the effects of his actions would ultimately be on an electorate a further two years into the future.

If Bush did have an intuition about how Iraq would look in the aftermath of war, it was certainly shaped by his advisers. Chapter 2 discussed neoconservatives as products of the defense industry, with the Project for a New American Century having been funded and staffed in part by Lockheed Martin (Hartung 2011). Ahmad Chalabi was perhaps the world’s most famous Iraqi-American in 2002, and he had over the years been supported with tens of millions of dollars from the State Department and the CIA, some of it coming through the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998 (Bonin 2012; Roston 2008). To the extent to which President Bush thought about postwar Iraq, and the evidence is that he did not think about it all that much, his worldview was influenced by those who had been promoted to positions of power in part because their views were in accord with those of powerful concentrated interests.

Brands and Feaver (2018:8–9) recently made the case for “Bush revisionism,” arguing in part that if Iraq was a mistake, then we should remember that as senators prominent Democrats like Joe Biden, Hillary Clinton, and John Kerry also voted in favor of war. Such an argument ignores the context of how the political realities that these politicians faced were constructed by an administration that, with historically high approval ratings, decided to enlist its popularity in service of a full-scale PR campaign that scared the country into overwhelmingly supporting war, and included behind the scenes efforts of individuals within and close to the administration to manipulate media coverage on issues related to Saddam’s supposed WMDs and connections to al-Qaida (Draper 2020). If most Americans came to believe that Saddam Hussein had something to do with 9/11, and it certainly was not the Democrats who gave them that impression, then if anything it is a wonder how so many members of Congress could have voted against removing Saddam Hussein.

From the perspective of American foreign policy, the Iraq War was one of the worst decisions ever made. It was a war of choice that dealt with no real crisis, lost the United States trillions of dollars and thousands of lives, and plunged Iraq into close to two decades of intermittent civil war. Yet an understanding of public choice theory redefines the concepts of “success” and “failure.” President Bush used the debate over Iraq to pick up congressional seats and won reelection. Most of the high-level members of the administration still too young for retirement have transitioned to lucrative jobs at think tanks and in corporate America. As of early 2020, National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley works for Raytheon and Under Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith works for the Hudson Institute. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz was appointed to head the World Bank in 2007 and Under Secretary of State John Bolton eventually became a UN Ambassador and then National Security Advisor under Trump. While those who led the United States into Baghdad may not have made decisions that were to the benefit of most Americans or Iraqis, their careers are in no sense failures from the perspective of self-interest.


The freedom agenda (September 7, 2003–January 19, 2009)

As it became clear that there were no WMDs in Iraq, and as what was supposed to be a quick and easy war turned into a prolonged occupation that was continually claiming American and Iraqi lives, President Bush’s approval rating was steadily declining. From a high of 90% right after the 9/11 attacks, by late 2003 it was hovering around 55% (Newport 2008). Looking ahead to the next election, it was clear that there was a realistic chance that he would not serve a second term. Pulling out of Iraq in the face of difficulties would have led to a collapse of the fledgling government and perhaps even the breakup of the nation. Politically, this would have been unacceptable to the president. At the same time, the original justifications for the war had been discredited, meaning that the United States needed a new reason to explain why the troops were not coming home.

There is no exact date on which it can be said that democracy promotion became the focus of American efforts. Yet it is clear that gradually, the justification for the Iraq War shifted. Douglas Feith (2008:475–477), Under Secretary of Defense and advocate for regime change at the time, was disillusioned by the emphasis on democracy, writing,


I don’t know exactly when or how it was decided that the President should change his way of talking about Iraq. The President and his key communications advisers apparently decided that the failure to find WMD stockpiles was such an embarrassment that the President should not even try to explain it or put it in context. Rather, the Administration tried to change the subject.

These calculations were not debated as a change of national security policy in the Deputies or Principals Committee or the National Security Council. Presumably they were considered merely a public affairs matter. But their consequences were strategic.


Engaging in a text analysis of the President’s speeches, Feith finds that from September 11, 2011 until summer 2003, he mentioned Saddam’s record or the threat he presented to the United States four times as often as democracy as a justification for war. Over the next year, however, the ratio had reversed in favor of democracy, nearly 10 to 1. More recently, Bahador, Moses, and Youmans (2018) collected statements made by top officials from April 2002 to March 2004. They found that before March 2003, the month of the invasion, only 6.7% of justifications involved freedom or democracy, compared to 44.7% in the period after.

Understanding that choosing any specific day to separate the era of the Freedom Agenda from what came before it would be somewhat arbitrary – as long as it was placed between the fall of Saddam and Bush’s second inaugural – this chapter chooses September 7, 2003 as it was the date of President Bush’s first speech that served as a full-scale defense of democratization as a justification for continuing the American presence in not only Iraq, but also Afghanistan (White House 2003). The president talked of “helping the long-suffering people of that country to build a decent and democratic society at the center of the Middle East” and “transforming a place of torture chambers and mass graves into a nation of laws and free institutions.” He gave the American people a stark choice, saying that the “Middle East will either become a place of progress and peace, or it will be an exporter of violence and terror that takes more lives in America and in other free nations.”

Without WMDs or any links between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaida to rely on, the administration needed a way to justify the sacrifices American soldiers were making in Iraq and Afghanistan. In this sense, the war on terror followed the progression of other conflicts that came to be seen more as moral crusades as time went on. Before the Civil War, President Lincoln expressed his support for the Corwin Amendment to be added to the Constitution, which would have explicitly allowed slavery in perpetuity (Joshi 2012:971). After the states that would make up the Confederacy rejected this offer and a war that led to 620,000 American deaths, however, the political winds had shifted to the point that a prohibition against slavery was written into the Constitution. The hostility of Great Britain to Nazi Germany was originally over concerns about the latter potentially achieving hegemony over the European continent; today, the crimes of Hitler and his deputies against vulnerable populations are seen as providing the moral context in which the war was fought. What separates the war on terror from these earlier conflicts is that those crusades had a fixed end date once the enemy was defeated. The Bush administration, having found itself occupying two countries after defeating the original enemy, and unable to employ the harsh measures necessary to form a quick exit strategy that would allow American soldiers to come home without leaving behind a complete breakdown, needed an excuse to stay. As the United States was, due to bureaucratic inertia more than grand strategy, already seeking to create democracies in Afghanistan and Iraq, this provided the only plausible path forward. Of course, democracy could not be the only justification, as terrorism was still seen as a concern by Americans, and our leaders could not abandon that struggle in order to provide a humanitarian benefit to other countries. Thus, fighting terrorism came to require democracy abroad. The only plausible justification for continuing the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq led to the president adopting a complex set of sociological, philosophical, and political beliefs about topics as diverse as human nature, what makes societies fundamentally different from one another, and the root causes of violence. It also declared moot the debate about the best way to balance moral ideals and security. As President Bush said in his second inaugural,


across the generations we have proclaimed the imperative of self-government, because no one is fit to be a master, and no one deserves to be a slave. Advancing these ideals is the mission that created our Nation…Now it is the urgent requirement of our nation’s security, and the calling of our time.


The public choice perspective, which argues that political interests determine emotional and ideological commitments, is the only lens through which to make sense of the adoption of the Freedom Agenda by President Bush. Practically nothing in the geopolitical circumstances of the time or previous ideological orientations of top administration officials would have predicted such a shift. The president himself ran in opposition to the much smaller nation-building missions of the previous administration. Other prominent administration figures, such as Vice President Cheney and Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, had never shown a particular interest in democratization or human rights throughout their long careers. Even after 9/11 and before going to war, the administration was unsure about the extent to which it would seek to build democracies in Afghanistan and Iraq. Although installing brutal dictators was likely completely out of the question, it is very easy to imagine the United States having handed Iraq over to the INC had Bush not had his lunch meeting with Paul Bremer.

Thus, from late 2003 the Bush administration not only adopted new rhetoric, but changed several policies to accommodate its novel justification for the continuation of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Over the next few years, it “elevated the promotion of democracy and the protection of human rights as key factors guiding U.S. relations with numerous countries” (Windsor 2006). In the 2006 National Security Strategy of the United States published by the White House, democracy-building was “the mainstay of the entire document, rather than a subsection of the global war on terrorism” (Dale 2006). Democracy promoting groups such as the International Republican Institute and the National Endowment for Democracy received increased funding (McMahon 2005). In February 2005, under American pressure, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak decided to allow direct multiparty elections for president for the first time in the history of his country (MacFarquhar 2005). One month earlier, in his second inaugural address, President Bush had singled out the Mubarak regime, calling on the “great and proud nation of Egypt” to “show the way toward democracy in the Middle East.” While Mubarak won reelection in September of that year in an election plagued by irregularities, the State Department hailed the event as a step forward. Around the same time, while Israeli and Palestinian leaders considered using a pretext to delay Palestinian elections that might empower Hamas, President Bush pressured them to go ahead with the vote (Rose 2008). While the United States was accused of spending money in order to bolster the Palestinian Authority and improve its chances of success, the elections were held in 2006 and Hamas did win a majority of seats.

The Freedom Agenda was also taken seriously outside the Middle East. Across the former Soviet Union, the United States provided material and moral support to a series of “Color Revolutions,” or protests against corruption and in favor of democratic reforms: Georgia (2004), Ukraine (2004), Uzbekistan (2005), Kyrgyzstan (2005), Belarus (2006), and Armenia (2008) (Lane 2009). In Russia, this was seen as a form of American interference in its traditional sphere of influence, leading to an increase in hostility between the two powers (Cordesman 2014). In May 2005, Uzbek troops killed hundreds of protesting civilians. The United States called for an investigation into the incident and in response, the government of Islam Karimov terminated an agreement allowing the United States to occupy an Uzbek military base that was at the time being used to supply American troops in Afghanistan (BBC 2005).

The number of American soldiers dying in Iraq remained high from 2004 to 2007, at over 800 each year. Perhaps looking to his legacy, the president decided to increase the troop commitment to Iraq in 2007. In this his administration was similar to that of his successor, as it was not until Obama’s second term that we saw major foreign policy initiatives that may have hurt the president politically. Under General Petraeus, American forces were able to work with the western Sunni tribes to defeat al-Qaida and stabilize Iraq. By this time, however, the accomplishment seemed hollow, and few sophisticated observers thought this temporary victory was worth it, or that it would help make Americans much safer than they had been before the invasion. After Bush left office, the United States regressed to the historical mean with regard to the extent to which it sought to spread democracy and human rights relative to other goals, such as stability and friendly relations with other powers. Once the political and psychological conditions that created the Bush doctrine were gone, so was the ideology.


The half-hearted warrior (January 20, 2009–August 6, 2014)

President Obama made three major policy choices in the first five years of his presidency related to the war on terror: the increasing commitment to the Afghanistan War, the bombing campaign in Libya to overthrow Mummar al-Qadaffi, and the pursuit of regime change in Syria through sanctions and providing assistance to rebels fighting the government. Each of these decisions can be explained in terms of morality and politics rather than grand strategy. His actions in Afghanistan and Syria can be seen as efforts to placate more hawkish advisers and members of the foreign policy community, despite the president expressing skepticism about his actions every step of the way. In the case of Libya, Obama decided to carry out the most interventionist policy on the table in the form of using American air power to bring down a foreign government.

As a candidate, he had run against the foreign policy of the Bush administration. While after 9/11, Afghanistan was, in the words of the Illinois senator, the “right war,” Obama criticized going into Iraq. He also expressed other ideas that were anathema to much of Washington, such as a willingness to talk to dictators such as Kim Jung Il without preconditions (Bohan 2008). As Obama came into office, his first major order of business in foreign affairs was Afghanistan. He decided to call for a review of policy options. Even before the review was complete, the president had decided to send another 17,000 troops to that country, bringing the total number of American personnel in Afghanistan to 68,000 (Baker 2009; Cooper 2009). Military leaders were requesting another surge that was more than twice as large. Finally, at the conclusion of the review, in December the president agreed to send another 30,000 soldiers and begin a counter insurgency strategy, involving a combination of security measures and an attempt to win over the “hearts and minds” of the Afghan public. At the same time, he announced that American troops would begin withdrawing from that country in July 2011. Despite the surge, or maybe because of it, violence in Afghanistan only increased as the Taliban got stronger. By his second term, President Obama had given up on both nation-building and his hope for a complete withdrawal from Afghanistan. In August 2015, he told his National Security Council, “the fever is broken,” and, “we’re no longer in nation-building mode” (Landler 2017). Shortly afterward, Obama announced that a residual American troop presence would stay in Afghanistan indefinitely.

Libya was the one major war that Obama chose, rather than inherited. In March 2011, in the midst of the Arab Spring and to prevent the government of Mummar al-Qaddaffi from putting down a rebellion, he pursued regime change in Libya by bombing government forces, a campaign that eventually resulted in the death of the dictator in October. The United States also faced choices about what to do in Syria around this same time. In August 2011, President Obama declared that “Assad must go,” as he signed economic sanctions meant to cripple the regime (Wilson and Warrick 2011). His administration soon began arming, training, and assisting Syrian rebels, and over the next five years, the United States would spend about $1 billion through the CIA and $500 million through the Pentagon on these efforts (Mazzetti and Younes 2016). Many of the arms sent ended up in the hands of extremist groups like ISIS and al-Qaida, and the Assad regime was able to hold on to power through the assistance of Iran, Russia, and Hezbollah.

Reporting on the decision to surge in Afghanistan has always emphasized the overwhelming pressure that President Obama was under from the Pentagon. There was widespread agreement among top officials that the American occupation was poorly run and had become purposeless. Michèle Flournoy, a top defense official, went to Afghanistan and said that she saw little evidence of “a comprehensive interagency plan or concept of operations” (Gates 2014:341). Nonetheless, at the time Obama came into office a group of powerful generals within the military was pushing for a larger American footprint in Afghanistan. General David Petraeus, head of US Central Command at the time, was seen as having been vindicated in his approach in Iraq, where he had worked with Sunni tribes in order to defeat al-Qaida and stabilize that country. Now, Petraeus and other high-ranking generals, known as the “COINistas,” argued publicly and privately that they had figured out how to win counterinsurgency wars, and could repeat their successes in Afghanistan if only they could be given enough resources and troops. As mentioned above, President Obama soon after coming into office had announced an internal review of options for Afghanistan. Ben Rhodes (2019:74), a top foreign policy adviser, writes that “the whole review had been shaped by leaks from the military designed to box Obama into sending more troops into Afghanistan.” Shortly after being named commander of US and ISAF forces in Afghanistan, General Stanley McChrystal put together


an advisory group of outside experts from Washington’s prominent national security think tanks to travel to Kabul for a month to help him draft the assessment and then sell the conclusion by writing op-eds, giving speeches, and talking it up at cocktail parties.

(Chandrasekaran 2012:60)


But when Vice President Biden had visited Afghanistan earlier, General David McKiernan, McChrystal’s predecessor, told him, “We haven’t really seen an Arab here in a couple of years” (Woodward 2011:ch. 6).

In September, General Petraeus gave an interview in which he said that anything short of a troop surge was guaranteed to fail, a move that was seen by the White House as “blatant lobbying designed to force the president to approve more troops” (Gates 2014:367–369). That same month, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mike Mullen, testifying before Congress, argued for more troops in Afghanistan, a move that enraged the president. Shortly afterward, someone leaked a 66-page report that went to Bob Woodward of The Washington Post. The document said that General McChrystal was seeking 40,000 to 80,000 additional troops, warning of dire consequences if his advice was not followed. Rhodes (2019:66) writes that such documents often went to the press before they reached the President, as the military was “setting him up to take the blame for any bad outcomes that followed” if he refused to take the advice of his generals. This account is credible because it matches not only what journalists with sources in each camp were saying at the time (Landler 2017), but also the recollections of those on the other side of the debate who wanted a greater commitment to the Afghanistan mission. At one point, President Obama’s hesitancy regarding increasing the American troop presence made Secretary Gates think about resigning (Gates 2014:262–263). Reporters were telling Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel that there were four different sources saying McChrystal would quit if he did not get the strategy he was asking for (Gates 2014:369). The general was seen to have a great deal of leverage over the president given that Obama had already fired the previous commander in Afghanistan, and it would have been difficult to watch his replacement quit so soon afterward. Karl Eikenberry, ambassador to Afghanistan at the time, says that options were presented in a way to force the president to choose only from various kinds of counterinsurgency strategies (Landler 2017).

Perhaps the strongest evidence that President Obama was half-hearted about the mission was the fact that he set a timeline on withdrawal. Nothing guaranteed that the Afghan government would be in any position to stand on its own by 2011, a fact that the president was surely aware of. A few years earlier, Bush had told the country that the future of freedom depended on victory in Iraq and Afghanistan. Now, despite his earlier campaign rhetoric, the new president treated ultimate victory as optional, if it was at all achievable. Politics, rather than any kind of grand strategy, was the only consistent determinant of American policy throughout the Afghanistan War.

Regarding Obama’s second major decision in the war on terror, Libya may have been among the last countries in the world it made sense to attack if the United States was seeking to keep its people safe and expand its own power. Years earlier, Mummar al-Qadhaffi had decided to end his WMD program after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, a move that was cited as a foreign policy success story; by removing Saddam based on the possibility of him deploying such weapons, the United States had sent a message that was heard in Libya. Never mind that by the time Qadhaffi surrendered his WMD program in late 2003, the justification for the Iraq War had shifted to democracy promotion. Now, less than a decade later, the United States was overthrowing an ally in the name of human rights, a fact that did not go unnoticed in Pyongyang, as the Kim regime explicitly cited Libya as a reason why they would be crazy to disarm (Osnos 2018).

President Obama was clearly divided over what to do about Libya, with most accounts stressing his concerns about the potential humanitarian consequences of Qadhaffi regaining control over his country (Rhodes 2019). Yet, this perspective makes little sense. As Alan Kuperman pointed out, the Libyan dictator had captured a number of other cities and did not massacre civilians (Chapman 2011). What distinguished Benghazi was that it was the capital of the rebellion; recapturing the city would mean the end of the uprising. This would have been politically embarrassing for several world leaders. In early March, the heads of France and Great Britain called for a no-fly zone against air attacks by the government. For months after the bombing of Libya started, the Qadhaffi regime was still making gains on the ground, surprising the Obama administration, which assumed that economic sanctions and taking out the air capabilities of the regime would lead to its collapse (Ignatius 2011).

Unlike the decision over Afghanistan, when coming to terms with what to do in Libya, President Obama faced international pressure. A White House official was quoted as saying that the administration was “leading from behind,” a phrase for which the administration was savagely mocked by many who called for a more aggressive role abroad. Doing nothing, or doing so little that Qadhaffi remained in power, would have been a major source of humiliation for the president. Yet Obama was clearly torn from the moment he ultimately decided to involve the United States in the Libyan Civil War. After coming down on the side of military intervention, President Obama told Secretary of Defense Gates that it had been a 51–49 decision (Gates 2014:519). In 2016, he would say that the “worst mistake” of his presidency was “probably failing to plan for the day after what I think was the right thing to do in intervening in Libya” (Rhodan 2016). The United States had already shown by 2011, however, that it could not pacify societies in the Middle East after regime change even with years of occupation. How would it have planned a better outcome in Libya while avoiding a ground war, which nobody in the United States was willing to support at the time? While Obama clearly felt a need to acknowledge that Libya was a failure, he avoids admitting that the pursuit of regime change itself was the source of the troubles that country has experienced since.

The way that the American intervention in Libya ended gives another clue into its political nature. As it became clear that the United States could not facilitate the overthrow of Qadhaffi through indirect means alone, it became more aggressive in targeting the regime, whether or not its forces posed any threat to civilians or were even anywhere near a battlefield. On October 20, NATO forces bombed a convoy in the area of Sirte, in which the Libyan leader was traveling. The dictator was dragged out of a drainage pipe, after which he was sodomized with a bayonet and killed. Ten days later, the bombing campaign ended. By killing Qadhaffi, the Obama administration removed the only individual who could embarrass them by coming back to power. Any other outcome – whether civil war, or a new government that did not include the flamboyant dictator – would remove Libya from the front pages and the consciousness of the American people. An almost entire decade of intermittent civil war has received very little attention from the American public.

The decision to intervene in Syria can be seen in a similar light. Early on, the administration knew that the armed resistance to the Assad government was largely made up of Sunni Islamists (Glass 2019). Top officials told reporters that there was no way to vet rebels in a way that would ensure that any assistance provided would not benefit extremists (Stein 2014). David Petraeus, then director of the CIA and one of the most forceful advocates of training the rebels, admitted that doing so would not change the course of the war (Rhodes 2019:ch. 16). President Obama likewise expressed an understanding of the situation on the ground when he told an interviewer in 2016 that the regime in Damascus had a professional army and foreign backers, and on the other side “they are fighting against a farmer, a carpenter, an engineer who started out as protesters and suddenly now see themselves in the midst of a civil conflict,” adding that “the notion that we could have—in a clean way that didn’t commit U.S. military forces—changed the equation on the ground there was never true” (Goldberg 2016). What then, was the goal of sanctions and assistance to rebels? Once again, a theory presents itself once we focus on political incentives. The United States faced pressure to act from within the administration, in the more hawkish op-ed pages, and from foreign governments. Even years after the fact, despite the Obama administration providing about $1.5 billion in assistance to the Syrian rebels and crushing the economy of that nation through economic sanctions, politicians and foreign policy elites still criticize Obama for having “done nothing” in that conflict. Recently, I showed that American action likely made the Syrian Civil War bloodier, as can be seen in the death rate over time (Hanania 2020). While no more than 2,000 civilians had died when President Obama declared “Assad must go” in August 2011, the conflict wound up claiming over half a million lives, with the worst of the war coming during the height of American involvement.

Finally, it is important to note President Obama’s expansion of the use of drones to take out terrorist targets. By the time he left office, he had carried out 542 drone strikes that killed an estimated 3,797 people (Zenko 2017). Even by the end of his first year in office, Obama had already ordered more of these kinds of attacks than Bush had across his presidency (Klaidman 2012). For a president, drone strikes have a high payoff because they can prevent terrorists from attacking the United States, while also not causing much of a political outcry because they do not lead to American casualties. While Bush had a complicated theory about the causes of terrorism, holding that the phenomenon stemmed from a lack of democracy in the Middle East, because politics required him to, Obama could embrace common sense and understand that the most straightforward way to stop attacks on the United States was simply to kill those who would carry them out. Regardless of whether the resulting civilian casualties abroad can be morally justified in order to prevent hypothetical attacks on Americans, from the perspective of a president’s political interests, Obama’s drone war is completely understandable.

Likewise, in the cases of Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria, President Obama took the path of least political resistance. Yet he also behaved in ways that almost ensured that the ostensible goals being sought would not be met. The president doubted the wisdom of COIN, and made sure to set an expiration date on American involvement in Afghanistan, further guaranteeing that the strategy adopted would not succeed. In Syria, the United States did enough to intensify the conflict but not enough to ensure the victory of one side over the other. In other words, the Obama administration spent its first term doing what it could to placate more hawkish factions within and outside government, but not enough to fully commit to the strategic goals these groups were advocating for.


Rebalancing (August 7, 2014–January 19, 2017)

The latter part of the Obama administration was characterized by two major decisions in the Greater Middle East: his continuation of air attacks against Sunni Islamist groups that directly threatened the United States and the region, most notably ISIS, and the nuclear deal with Iran. The rebalancing phase of American policy toward the Middle East can be said to have begun on August 7, 2014, when President Obama gave a live address to the nation announcing that the United States would once again be taking military action in Iraq. That day, he set out three goals: to protect American government officials and citizens in Iraq, to prevent a massacre of Yazidis on Sinjar Mountain, and to stop the ISIS advance on Erbil, the capital of the Kurdistan region. Just a few years earlier, in late 2011 President Obama had withdrawn all American troops from Iraq after failing to come to a status of forces agreement with the government of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki. Now, in the face of overwhelming political pressure and a potential humanitarian catastrophe, the United States was going back. Working with the Iraqi government, along with Shia militias in Iraq and the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces, the United States would over the next few years roll back the gains of the Islamic State until the organization lost its last significant control over territory in the Battle of Banghuz Fawquani in February 2019.

The war on ISIS enjoyed broad political support across the political spectrum. Obama’s other major initiative in the latter part of his presidency was much more controversial. In July 2015, the United States signed an agreement with Iran that included Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and China and was called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). In broad terms, the plan was intended to stop Iran from developing nuclear weapons in exchange for sanctions relief. Under JCPOA, Iran agreed to eliminate all of its existing stockpile of medium-enriched uranium and the vast majority of its low-enriched uranium. For the next 15 years, it could only enrich uranium up to 3.67% (Davenport 2017). In exchange, UN and EU sanctions would be lifted, $100 billion in assets seized by the United States would be returned to Iran, and the United States would stop implementing secondary sanctions, or penalties placed on third parties that themselves did business with Iran.

The Obama administration faced significant pressure not to sign the JCPOA. Critics argued that the deal could still lead to an Iranian bomb, particularly after 10 or 15 years when many of its provisions would expire, and did not address Iran’s behavior in areas not related to the building of nuclear weapons. Congress asserted itself forcefully in a way that has been unusual in foreign policy. In order to avoid a vote in the Senate, which would require two-thirds approval, the legal fiction was maintained that the JCPOA was not a treaty, but a “non-binding political commitment,” a trick often used by presidents (Jonas and Taxman 2017). In May 2015, Congress passed the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act by overwhelming majorities, with the bill giving the legislative branch the right to review any agreement reached with that country. President Obama reluctantly signed the bill in the face of veto-proof majorities (Zengerle 2015). After the Iran nuclear deal was signed, it became clear that while most members of the House and Senate opposed the agreement, enough Democrats stood by the president to make sure that if Congress tried to revoke the JCPOA, his party would be able to sustain a veto (Siddiqui 2015).

Thus, what the JCPOA was called as a matter of law determined whether the agreement would go into effect. Had it been considered a treaty, the Iran nuclear deal would have required two-thirds support from the Senate. Because it was a “non-binding political commitment,” however, it required two-thirds majorities of both houses to reject the deal. Neither threshold could be met in a divided Congress, and the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act in the end made no difference, simply asserting a right of disapproval that the legislative branch already had. Yet the opposition to the JCPOA is notable, as in the post-Cold War era there have been very few major foreign policy goals pursued by the executive branch that motivated so much resistance from Congress. While a history that was focused on grand strategy would overlook this fact, the public choice perspective goes out of its way to emphasize that the JCPOA was pursued and signed during the period of time in which a president would expect to suffer the least political consequences, near the end of his second term. In a sense, it harkens back to President Obama’s “hot mic” moment, when he was caught telling Russian President Dmitri Medvedev in March 2012 that he would have his last election in November, after which he would have more flexibility on arms control (Goodman 2012).

While reasonable scholars would attribute most major foreign policy decisions to both international developments and domestic politics, the public choice perspective and the theory of grand strategy differ in their emphasis. There was nothing obvious in the international system that fundamentally changed and made a deal like the JCPOA more achievable in 2014. The United States had been worried about Iranian nuclear weapons for decades, and American policy in Iraq had already made Iran stronger geopolitically than it had been at any time in recent history. President Obama throughout his time in office appears to have held on to a consistent worldview in which he was in favor of diplomacy and skeptical of regime change and any other American military effort in the Middle East that went beyond counterterrorism. In his first term, political considerations ensured that he had to do some undesirable things in order to placate a hawkish foreign policy establishment, including some in his own government, but in his second term he was able to create policies that were more consistent with what he thought the American role in the world should be.

Of all the major decisions made about the Greater Middle East since the beginning of the war on terror, the Iranian nuclear deal was among the first that made sense from the perspective of classical IR theory. It involved a respect for the existing balance of power, having a clear goal and prioritizing that goal over others instead of changing justifications for a policy on an ad hoc basis as was done in Iraq and Afghanistan. Because the United States could not crush the Iranian government without causing complete chaos as it did in Libya and Iraq, it had to negotiate with the Khamenei regime. In its negotiations, the United States focused on its most important priority – preventing the spread of nuclear weapons – while accepting other actions that it was not happy with on the part of the Iranian government. Accepting Iranian support for American adversaries like Bashar al-Assad and Hezbollah was considered a reasonable price to pay for making sure that the regime would not achieve nuclear status.

The public choice perspective does not explain everything about American foreign policy; on rare occasions, American leaders will do things that they think are right for the country without a clear political payoff. Unlike other major decisions of the war on terror like the invasion of Iraq, allowing the course of the war in Afghanistan to drift without purpose, and the arming of Syrian rebels, the Iranian nuclear deal appears to be one of those cases. Yet if this is the rare instance of the United States acting with clear strategic intent, it is the exception that proves the rule. Upon coming into office, President Trump canceled the JCPOA, and tensions between the United States and Iran reached an all-time high with the killing of General Qassem Soleimani in January 2020. The Trump administration at the time was pursuing a “maximum pressure” campaign that sought to change Iranian behavior, if not the regime itself. While the JCPOA put aside other disagreements that the United States had with Iran in order to focus on nuclear proliferation, in May 2018 Secretary of State Mike Pompeo put forth 12 demands for any new deal, which included stopping all threats to its neighbors and support for “terrorist” organizations and Iraqi militias (Hanania 2021). Shortly afterward he also included improvements in human rights as a necessary component of any new nuclear agreement (Annan 2018).

Thus, when President Obama made a major foreign policy decision without the support of concentrated interests, the accomplishment only lasted as long as his administration did. It is interesting to compare the resistance that Obama faced from Congress for entering the JCPOA, with the passivity with which the foreign policy establishment treated President Trump’s withdrawal. While presidential agency matters, those who challenge concentrated interests – in this case, foreign allies like Israel and Saudi Arabia and rich donors like Sheldon Adelson – face more of an uphill struggle, and their accomplishments are always more fleeting.

The Iranian nuclear agreement was part of a conscious effort to disengage militarily from the Middle East. The Obama administration was at the same time phasing out its assistance to Syrian rebels. The president’s commitment to avoiding large troop deployments to the region meant not only having to come to some agreement with Iran, but dealing with terrorism in a less ambitious way. Instead of remaking the culture and politics of the Middle East, as the Bush administration tried to do, Obama would rely on drones and training and advising local allies, such as Kurds and the governments of Afghanistan and Iraq.

President Obama and those close to him were very reflective on how his foreign policy changed over time, and the pressures they faced from established interests. According to the president, the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran required the United States “to say to our friends as well as to the Iranians that they need to find an effective way to share the neighborhood and institute some sort of cold peace…” (Goldberg 2016). This was not the view of official Washington. In May 2015, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu took the unprecedented step of addressing a joint session of Congress to rail against the Iranian nuclear deal, and foreign ministers of Gulf Arab states filled Washington with dire warnings about a nuclear arms race in the Middle East if the JCPOA came into effect (Solomon 2016:286–288). Foreign policy officials close to the president would reflect after his time in office on the overwhelming pressure from foreign policy elites to involve the United States in various conflicts in the Middle East (Rhodes 2019; Glass 2014). According to Rhodes (2018), Mohammad bin Zayad, the King of the United Arab Emirates, was a favorite of the national security establishment because he was “effective at convincing Americans that he was offering them useful advice rather than simply advocating for his own interests (which is what he was usually doing).” Another interesting aspect of the second Obama term is what he did not do in the last several years of his presidency: no troop surge, no major ground force commitment, and, after Libya, no regime change wars.

The grand strategy perspective, or a focus on the political psychology of leaders without considering political constraints, might chalk up Obama’s turn toward balancing and away from regime change to learning on the job. The public choice perspective, in contrast, begins by considering his political interests. It is not simply a coincidence that the president was more likely to buckle under the pressure of concentrated interests in his first term, and only defied them after his reelection. A review of the decision-making processes that led to President Obama adopting his more hawkish policies during the first phase of his presidency shows that he was divided about each of them, and could have gone the other way had the political incentive structure been different. The White House felt “boxed in” by the PR campaign led by General Petraeus and General McChrystal for an Afghanistan surge, and faced international and domestic pressure to do something in Libya. Yet even at the time he made those decisions, there is a good deal of evidence suggesting that he did not buy into the arguments made by war hawks. Setting a deadline for troop withdrawal in Afghanistan is clearly a poor way to fight insurgents, who can strategize and take into account the plans of the enemy. In Syria, even Obama’s advisers did not think he would overthrow the Assad government through supporting the rebels, and yet he did so anyway, intensifying a civil war and exacerbating the humanitarian catastrophe without any clear benefit to the country as a result. The way that the Libya intervention ended, with the United States only pulling out after Qadhaffi was dead, did nothing to ensure that the country would be better off after the NATO campaign but removed a potential source of embarrassment for Western leaders.

Notes


	For the collection of documents, see www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/.

	Another indication of how quickly the neoconservatives were thinking about Iraq comes from George Tenet, CIA Director at the time, who opens his memoir recounting that on September 12, he was entering the West Wing and saw Richard Perle coming out. The former defense official, then working as an adviser to the head of the Defense Policy Board, reportedly told Tenet that “Iraq has to pay a price for what happened yesterday. They bear responsibility” (Tenet and Harlow 2007:xv). Tenet was shocked by this, as he already knew that al-Qaida had carried out the 9/11 attacks. This recollection appears not to have been exactly accurate, as Perle was in France that day, although Tenet says that the conversation happened even if he might have been off by a few days (Weiner 2008:776; Shakir 2007). Regardless, Tenet’s story is credible as it matches what Perle and other neoconservatives were saying publicly, including in a September 20 letter calling for regime change in Iraq.

	CNN exit polls from the 2004 election showed an interesting pattern, with 19% of voters saying that terrorism was their most important issue, and another 15% saying Iraq. Bush won the first category, 86%–14%, while Kerry won the second, 73%–26%. Thus, one might say that the issue of terrorism helped President Bush, while the issue of Iraq helped Senator Kerry. Yet, if fighting in Iraq served to increase the salience of the terrorism issue, then President Bush’s decision to invade and stay the course up until the election might still have provided a benefit to the incumbent.
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American foreign policy is better explained by assuming that individuals within the system seek out their own personal gain rather than assuming actors work toward goals consistent with some conception of the national interest. This is consistent with a review of the most important aspects of American foreign policy, among them the circumstances under which the United States uses force abroad, how it responds to rising powers, and the major decisions made over the course of the war on terror. The point has not been that American policy is misguided, rather that it cannot be said to be “rational” in the economic sense, meaning working toward specific goals, at least over a substantial amount of time. Rival powers are built through American technology and economic engagement while the United States plans on how to balance against these same states. Countries are invaded based on one justification, and then troops stay for some new goal that has nothing to do with the original purpose of the war as the occupation continues mainly in order to provide cover for domestic political actors. Even on the most important issues, long-term planning is practically nonexistent, because leaders know that future problems will be left to their successors, or that, if they are not, they can make another political decision in the future.

Having argued against the unitary actor model, this book concludes by arguing that this assumption has not only harmed political science and the study of history, but also made attempts to change American foreign policy less likely to succeed. The science of IR and the study of history are such that underlying theory must drive much of the inquiry. Unlike, say, psychology, where it is clear that one must start with the perceptions, thoughts, and beliefs of the individual, a scholar trying to understand why the American government behaves the way it does or, say, the causes of decolonization has much more freedom in where to begin. While no one in the field of IR is forced to be a realist or adopt the unitary actor model, the fact that its assumptions form the core of our field has a downstream effect that can shape an entire research agenda. Scholars become subject to the confirmation bias, especially as they are aided by politicians and their appointees and advisers who have an interest in presenting their policies as having been more coherent and rational than they actually were. In terms of popular discourse, the effect is if anything even more pernicious, as the unitary actor model shapes both how we see our country and how we judge the behaviors of foreign states. This leads to two problems: too much deference given to our leaders, who we too often assume must have a strategy in mind that serves the nation rather than their own interests, and a tendency to see real and imagined adversaries as caricatures of what they are, as unitary actors in their own right, more strategic and less politically restrained than what a less biased perspective would suggest.

Finally, the unitary actor model suggests new strategies for those who would like to see significant changes in American foreign policy toward less militarization. Advocates of restraint present their arguments in the marketplace of ideas as if implementing them is simply a matter of persuasion. Yet an exclusive focus on ideas is fundamentally the wrong way to go about enacting serious change. The public choice perspective argues that individuals do not do things in response to an unbiased consideration of evidence and moral arguments, but largely because it is in their material or political interests to argue for or implement certain policies. When individuals do act on the basis of ideas, it is often either because those inclined toward a more aggressive posture were put into power through the support of concentrated interests or because motivated reasoning worked to close any gaps in a leader’s mind between his political interests and what a reasonable review of the evidence can justify. Thus, if desiring to change American foreign policy, one would be best served by changing the political incentives decision-makers face rather than simply competing in the realm of ideas.

This is understood in other areas of policymaking. Imagine an anti-smoking group concerned that the tobacco industry exerts too much influence over our government. The most inefficient way to go about changing this would be to convince the individual lobbyists that they are wrong about the harms of smoking, and appealing to the consciences of politicians is likely to be only slightly more effective. Rather, a better strategy would be to seek to limit the influence of lobbying. One can do that through laws meant to either curb the power of the tobacco companies or to expose their efforts to the broader public. Similar logic applies for advocates of restraint. It is also worth considering cultural and social changes that different segments of society can take to ensure more transparent and ultimately better decision-making with regard to foreign policy. For example, when referring to former government officials who now work for corporations with an interest in larger military budgets, it is normal for reporters to mention the former government positions of such individuals, but not their current jobs in the private sector. This reflects an unstated and unexamined bias that their past experience in government is more relevant for understanding their behavior than how they currently make money. Because we are not sensitive enough to conflicts of interest in the area of national security, such practices continue to distort our ability to understand much of what is driving American foreign policy. Rather than arguing for the educated public to take an overly cynical view toward the field of national security, this chapter simply calls on us to apply the same standards that we use elsewhere when we worry about conflicts of interest and corruption in politics and government.


Coming to terms with American failure

The United States is the most powerful country in the history of the world, yet the extent of its failures is no less unprecedented. Since the 1960s, the most extensive military commitments in terms of lives and treasure have been in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Each of these efforts, undertaken against enemies with a fraction of American power, is considered a major disaster in retrospect. In Vietnam, the United States lost around 60,000 troops, and within two years of withdrawal the government left behind was conquered. Nearly 7,000 have died in the Middle East wars since 9/11, and between Iraq and Afghanistan we have failed to create a single ally at peace with itself. The Taliban retaking Kabul on August 15, 2021, was as humiliating an end as one could imagine for America’s longest war.

These wars have certainly been humanitarian tragedies. What is just as striking, however, is the degree to which they are government failures at the institutional level. Table 7.1 shows estimates of American spending on each conflict, the GDP of each of these countries at the start of the war, and the ratio between the two numbers.

Table 7.1 Spending to GDP ratio of the three major US wars since 1960


	
War

	
	
GDP

	
	
American Spending

	
	
Ratio: Spending to GDP






	
South Vietnam

	
	
$13,515,000,000

	
	
$1,000,000,000,000

	
	
74:1




	
Afghanistan

	
	
$2,462,000,000

	
	
$975,000,000,000

	
	
396:1




	
Iraq

	
	
$18,970,000,000

	
	
$822,000,000,000

	
	
43.3:1






	Note: The numbers for South Vietnam are in 2015 dollars. GDP estimates are from 1965 for South Vietnam, 2001 for Afghanistan, and 2003 for Iraq. The estimate for the cost of the Vietnam War is from Daggett (2010). The costs of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars are taken from Crawford (2018) and go up to Fiscal Year 2019.





Most scholars who write on the topic widely acknowledge that it was a mistake to go into Vietnam and Iraq, and that even if the war in Afghanistan was originally justified, the mission was too ambitious and went on for too long. Yet the field has not yet come to terms with the magnitude of these failures. In each of these countries, the United States has tried to secure a nation by spending many times what that country produces in a given year. Comparing what these countries produced before American troops arrived to what the United States has sacrificed, even setting aside the number of lives lost, the money spent to GDP ratio has been 74:1 in South Vietnam, 43.3:1 in Iraq, and a stunning 396:1 in Afghanistan. In other words, the United States has spent in Afghanistan the equivalent of that country’s level of production, assuming it stayed constant, for close to four centuries. While scholars will acknowledge that American foreign policy has had serious failures, they have yet to grapple with what these conflicts mean for the rational actor model, in which foreign policy is said to be based on some kind of cost–benefit analysis and serve the national interest.

Outside the major wars, many aspects of American policy look no more logical, nor calibrated to achieve certain ends for a reasonable price. NATO was created to defend against the threat of the Soviet Union; now, that empire is gone and the organization is willing to absorb practically any country in Europe that wants to join, including states that can potentially drag the United States into war without contributing anything to American security. In the Far East, American leaders talk of heading off a military threat from China, while the military expenditures of its neighbors are either flat or declining (Kang 2007). Mueller and Stewart (2011) show how by any reasonable use of cost–benefit analysis, the United States has massively overinvested in counterterrorism even before one factors in the costs of overseas wars.

From the public choice perspective, however, American foreign policy has been a resounding “success.” Certain powerful interests, namely, foreign governments, government contractors, and the national security bureaucracy, manipulate American foreign policy to serve their own ends. Each of these interests has done extremely well over the last several decades. Countries in Eastern Europe have an alliance with the world’s premier superpower and a treaty that obliges the latter to go to war on their behalf. Israel and the Middle Eastern Gulf monarchies see Iran, their main geopolitical rival, buckling under the weight of economic sanctions and less able to fund proxies abroad. The American military, originally built in its current form to fight the empires of Germany and Japan and then potentially the Soviet Union, has a Pentagon budget of $700 billion for fiscal year 2019, higher than it was at the end of the Cold War, even adjusting for inflation. The leadership of the military has gotten rich, with the vast majority of high-ranking generals now becoming wealthy as consultants or weapons industry executives upon retirement (Bender 2010). Thus, the theoretical model that one uses to think about foreign policy determines how much of a puzzle one perceives. For the public choice perspective, the existence of cognitive biases among leaders that hinder “rational” decision-making on behalf of the national interest does not need to be explained as a collection of strange anomalies; rather, they are expected, since anyone with a tendency to behave like a statesman, sacrificing his own interests for the benefit of the nation, will be weeded out of the political process.


The field of international relations

In 2013, I began my PhD studies at UCLA. In our introductory classes, we read about realism first, with other schools of thought being taught as derivations or critical responses to this particular way of looking at the world. Perhaps the most famous quote in the field is from Thucydides, who in his History of the Peloponnesian War quotes the Athenians as saying to the Melians that “the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.” More recently, most of the giants of the field across the twentieth century, including practitioners and scholars like George Kennan, Henry Kissinger, Hans Morgenthau, John Mearsheimer, Barry Posen, Stephen Walt, and Kenneth Waltz, are considered realists in one form or another. Some of these individuals are still active as the most prominent critics of American foreign policy. IR students are of course also taught that some individuals are liberals, like John Ikenberry and Robert Keohane, which in practice meant that they accept the unitary actor model but are more optimistic about the possibility of cooperation between states. While the most radical challenge to realism within IR has been put forward by Alexander Wendt and other constructivists, the unitary actor model continues to be the central assumption of the field, and permeates and guides practically all public discussion about foreign affairs.

In the top journals today, the work is more data-driven and statistical than it has been in past generations. Yet the closer one gets to work that seeks to speak about contemporary issues, the more that the unitary actor model is assumed, while rarely being tested. This is particularly clear when scholars seek to explain major foreign policy decisions. This misleads us when the stated policy makes no sense, as we have been trained to assume that there actually is a strategy in each case. Afghanistan until the very end was still said to be a war fought to prevent terrorism despite a decade now without any al-Qaida forces in that country. When explaining the causes of the Iraq War, many have taken at face value the idea that the goal was to spread democracy throughout the Greater Middle East (Schmidt and Williams 2008; Mearsheimer 2005). Others see Iraq, and American policy toward the region, as being about protecting oil interests (Jones 2012; Jhaveri 2004). As discussed in the previous chapters, very little in the historical record suggests that these have been the actual motivations of decision-makers, although certain individuals within the government may have convinced themselves of such. By arguing against American grand strategy, observers err by taking the first step of pretending that it exists.

The public choice perspective attempts to bring the insights of political psychology into international relations with a focus on incentives. Scholars will often examine the behavior of a leader during a particular period of time and uncover what they can about his thought processes and cognitive biases. Thus, Larson (1985:139–147) argues that the Truman doctrine was the result of the president needing “cognitive closure” in the face of ambiguous information. Scholars often cite “motivated reasoning” to explain the decisions of policymakers who show a biased interpretation of the data before them (Hafner-Burton et al. 2017; French 2014). Although this kind of research may tell us something about what is going on in the minds of certain leaders, it may ultimately have very little explanatory power if the public choice perspective is correct. In areas unrelated to foreign policy, we often understand that the psychological bias of the decision-maker is far from the most interesting part of a story. When a special interest hires lobbyists, many of them will surely come to believe things that are convenient for their client, and if one had the necessary data a scholar may be able to study exactly what is going on in their minds. Yet political science tends not to do this, likely in part because understanding how motivated reasoning works in the minds of lobbyists is not the most interesting level of analysis. Lobbyists themselves are tools of larger economic, political, and social forces at work. Knowing whether the lobbyist truly “believes” in the cause does not matter as much as whether that individual is a successful advocate for it. If he had a different constitution – that is, he could not convince himself that smoking was harmless or at the very least credibly argue to others that he does indeed hold that view – then he would be replaced by someone better suited for the job. If it gets its way on policy, the interests of the corporation and how it can advocate for those interests within our political system are considered deeper issues than the psychology of the lobbyist, or even the CEO.

In other words, when an individual engages in motivated reasoning, one can study the issue as to why from two perspectives: that of the qualities of the individual and the circumstance in which he finds himself. The intense selection process that produces presidents in the United States indicates that most of the individuals who find themselves in that job will be quite similar to one another when it comes to how they ultimately make decisions, especially since they face the same electoral, public relations, and bureaucratic pressures once in office. This may seem an absurd statement considering that the last two American presidents before President Biden have been Barack Obama and Donald Trump, men who seem to be as different as two individuals can be. Yet while these men differ along many dimensions, I would argue that they are similar in the quality that is perhaps most important for determining what actions they took in office: namely, both were highly responsive to political pressure. This is why while both President Obama and President Trump had instincts that told them to get out of Afghanistan, both ended up staying and even escalating the war when facing pressure from the military. The fact that President Obama seemed to study the issue for a very long time while President Trump went by his gut instinct can obscure the fact that both of them ultimately ended up behaving politically. The theory put forth in this book argues that presidents will be chosen on the basis of their tendency to be extremely sensitive to how their decisions affect their political interests. Otherwise, one cannot succeed in politics. Thus, the political circumstances leaders face should in the end be driving most major decisions on foreign policy.

As social scientists, we seek to explain variation between outcomes to the greatest extent possible. One of the main arguments of this book is that, since presidents are mostly similar to one another on the most important dimension we care about, that is what causes their decisions, we should look for most of the important variation in foreign policy outcomes to be explained by the political constraints put on individuals, in the form of factors like public opinion, election timetables, and pressure from donors, the national security bureaucracy, and other concentrated interests. This does not mean that variation in the qualities of decision-makers themselves can never explain anything or is not worth studying. Rather, when trying to understand international relations, an inquiry into political realities as shaped by concentrated interests should form the bulk of the research agenda. Backing up this view is how little American behavior abroad has changed across administrations since the end of the World War II. The United States is an outlier in how expansive its perceived interests are and the degree to which it meddles in the affairs of other countries. While individual decisions like whether to send troops into Vietnam or Iraq depend on who is in office, no president of the last three quarters of a century has shown much inclination to meaningfully scale back American commitments. Studying the variation between presidents runs the risk of missing the larger picture.

In addition to informing the study of the decision-making of presidents and other top officials, the public choice perspective can inform the study of ideas and where they come from in international relations. Constructivists believe that ideas have important causal properties in and of themselves; in explaining where ideas come from, they focus on important individuals and institutions such as norm entrepreneurs and the existence of epistemic communities (Haas 2016). Sometimes, they attribute foreign policy goals to psychological forces operating across society as a whole. The relatively few who have considered ideas to be driven by interests have painted with a broad brush and looked at the interests of entire classes, a perspective that has fallen out of favor in recent years perhaps because of its association, sometimes explicit, with Marxism.

The public choice perspective put forth in this book argues for a revival of the idea that there is a connection between interests and ideology, but argues that any such analysis must take into account economic principles, particularly Mancur Olson’s theory of groups. A theory of how interests shape ideas must as a first step be able to argue that there is no collective action problem for the group whose interests are thought to be served, or that it can be overcome. This step includes showing that collective action for the group is not prevented by uncertainty about how the policy outcome sought will actually help its members. This book singles out government contractors, foreign governments, and the national security establishment as the three groups that are most likely to be able to influence American foreign policy, and backs this up with research into how the most crucial American decisions have been made over the last several decades.

The theory presented here is both universal and specific to the American context. It is universal in the sense that foreign policy will in most contexts reflect the concentrated interests with the most direct interest in the outcome of a debate. What is specific to the United States is our political economy and the institutions that end up winning in the marketplace of ideas. Mid-twentieth century geopolitical events caused the United States to build a large weapons industry that would in turn influence politics. Had the United States never entered World War II or sought to check the rise of the Soviet Union, there would be no such industry to drive American politics today. Nor would foreign governments or the military be as easily able to argue for such an expansive definition of national security if we did not already have troops and commitments all over the world.

Of course, concentrated interests do not admit that they want to shape policy for their own advantage, likely not even to themselves. The need to filter interests through institutions that produce ideas has effects that remain almost completely unexplored. Take, for example, the lack of study into the role that think tanks play, this “lacuna” in the literature, that can in part be attributed to the unitary actor model diverting attention away from domestic politics more generally (Rich 2005:8). Think tanks directly lobby politicians and their staff, and regularly appear in the mass media through op-eds, articles on websites, published reports, and TV and radio appearances. They even help staff the foreign policy bureaucracy. As my co-author Max Abrahms (2019) and I have noted elsewhere:


Nearly 200 employees of the top conservative think tanks served as government officials or consultants in the Reagan administration. National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, Secretary of State John Kerry, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, President Gerald Ford, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger, and many other high-level officials have also made use of the revolving door.


Yet studies that explore the funding, goals, and sociology of these organizations are unfortunately few and far between.

In international relations, theory is important because there is no obvious place to begin to look for explanations of state behavior (Mearsheimer and Walt 2013). While ultimately top government officials make decisions about war and peace and what is referred to as “grand strategy,” scholars must begin by being open-minded when investigating what causes a leader to behave in one way and not another. Realism starts with the explicit premise that it is the international situation that mainly determines behavior. Yet, if, as this book has argued, the microfoundations for such a view are weak, one is led to begin looking for explanations in domestic politics. Here, one does not need to reinvent the wheel, as public choice theory provides a framework with which to think about the issues involved.

Finally, scholars who study international relations and who are interested in American foreign policy in particular should never lose sight of how unusual the United States is. Never before has a country had such an expansive conception of its national interest. While it may be tempting to argue that this is because the United States has had more power than any other nation in world history, an argument that has a superficial resemblance to realism, this can be rejected, as most realists believe that the United States has overextended itself in recent decades, and the ancient and modern history of China and other countries refutes the idea that states will expand their influence to the greatest extent possible (Mearsheimer 2001). This means that to simply study variation between voters and politicians within the United States and to connect such variation to foreign policy outcomes misses how unique American practice actually is. Something about the culture, economy, history, or institutions of the United States makes it different from virtually all other great powers, whether past or present. This book has not directly dealt with why this is, but the arguments presented suggest a few answers. The combination of the American victory in World War II, the decision to embark on the Cold War, and the massive success of the weapons industry created powerful interests that had a stake in continuing conflict, or at least the drive to deter conflict through military spending, while the open nature of the American political system has allowed such forces to dominate the politics and even intellectual climate surrounding national security issues for around three quarters of a century. This view presents other hypotheses that could be tested, including a cross-national comparison looking at how the equivalent of the American military-industrial complex in other countries has similarly driven the foreign policy of those nations.


Changing laws

As deep as the implications of the arguments presented here are for the social sciences, they are perhaps more radical for what they say to those who want to change American foreign policy. A focus on the beliefs and ideas of leaders, without much inquiry into the sources of those beliefs and ideas beyond individual psychology, suggests that changing American foreign policy is simply a matter of getting powerful people to adopt better ideas. Without a focus on the reasons why politicians hold certain beliefs and not others, the cause of restraint is unlikely to succeed.

The traditional model of international relations suggests that to change American foreign policy one must engage directly in the marketplace of ideas. The public choice perspective suggests focusing more on the incentive structures that lead certain ideas to be promulgated among the educated public and ultimately accepted by policymakers. Ideas are downstream from interests; politicians have long adopted beliefs about topics such as the best way to keep Americans safe and how winnable any particular war is based on electoral and bureaucratic pressures. Within the government bureaucracy that influences the president, the top military officials know that upon retirement they can be making money from those who directly profit from war. Journalists who want access to such figures generally have to reflect the worldview of powerful individuals in order to themselves get ahead. Individuals, not nations, are “self-interested.” The implication of this is that the best way to change policy is to shape the incentive structures that powerful individuals face.

For the last time in the book, I will return to tobacco lobbyists and the politicians they influence. If one is concerned that the tobacco industry has too much influence over policymaking, the most obvious solution to this problem is not to convince the lobbyists that they are wrong, or politicians that they should, out of the goodness of their own hearts, refuse donations from the industry and do what is right. While this kind of moral persuasion could work on some leaders, the bulk of activist time and resources should be spent on seeking to influence policy in other ways. More specifically, one should, through the use of the law and other means, try to reduce the influence of the industry and the lobbyists it hires, and create countervailing pressure on politicians that may incentivize them to take an anti-smoking stance.

Changing American foreign policy is directly analogous to this situation. Thus, here I will present some ideas for reforms for those who want foreign policy to be decided in a way that takes less account of the views of concentrated interests. Since the most prominent critics of American foreign policy outside the halls of power usually call for more restraint abroad, this advice will speak mostly to such individuals (Hanania and Abrahms 2019). While we can assume that taking power away from concentrated interests that currently have influence will lead to less American intervention abroad in the short run, there is no theoretical reason why one cannot want to reduce the influence of concentrated interests in order to adopt even more hawkish policies. Those who want more American intervention abroad and are also confident that they can win in the marketplace of ideas may join with those in favor of restraint to seek to curb the influence of concentrated interests.

Steps to reduce the power of concentrated interests can be broken up into three categories: laws that directly reduce their power, laws that may reduce their power through greater awareness of their activities, and norms that, although they do not have the power of law, can change the incentive structures that powerful officials face. First, in the area of laws that directly reduce the influence of special interests, one simple reform would be to ban retired members of the military and national security bureaucracy from taking jobs with companies that have contracts with the Pentagon. If a lifetime ban is deemed too extreme a step, a prohibition for a number of years can have a positive effect, as the norm now is for many military officials to take lobbying jobs immediately upon retirement (Bender 2010). Other reforms would likely be incorporated into the larger movement to restrict the influence of corporations, a cause that has been hindered by Supreme Court decisions like Citizens United v. FEC.

It is perhaps the second category of reforms, that is, laws meant to increase transparency regarding the influence of special interests, that may have the larger impact. Right now, think tanks are not required to disclose the sources of their funding. We simply have no way to estimate what percentage of the op-eds that are written, the congressional testimony that is given, and the punditry we see on TV is funded by foreign states and government contractors. There is practically no theoretical limit to what the number is. Many organizations simply break down their donors by how much they give. For example, Brookings (2018) lists six donors that gave $2 million or above in 2018, with one of them being the Embassy of the State of Qatar. There is no upper limit to what the actual contribution from that country might be. Think tanks should provide more detailed reporting of their top donors, as they are as 501(c)(3) non-profits required to make public other financial information. Organizations that gather whatever data they can on the influence of concentrated interests, like the Foreign Influence Transparency Initiative at the Center for International Policy, should be supported (Freeman 2020).

Under current law, the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) requires individuals who are lobbying on behalf of foreign states to report their activities to the federal government, with the information provided becoming public. Yet there is an exception for work of a scholarly nature (Laufer 2017). The practical effect of this is that if an American is paid money by a foreign despot to take out a billboard hyping the virtues of his regime, the law requires the public to know about it. But if the same dictator pays another individual to write a book doing the same, there is no reporting requirement. Thus, the law in effect considers paying for crude propaganda something that society must guard against, but takes a “see no evil” approach to sophisticated propaganda. At the very least, if foreign money is allowed to influence American politics, what form it takes should not be relevant to whether the people have a right to know the details.

Another thing that policy can do is make sure that, given the current system, different foreign governments are on an even playing field. If Saudi Arabia and Qatar are allowed to buy influence at American think tanks and in the media, there is no reason that Iran should not be allowed to do the same. Given that current “friends” are able to lobby the American government while “enemies” cannot, it is no wonder that the United States maintains exactly the same allies over decades and rarely solves differences with long-time adversaries. A system that allows some countries but not others to lobby the American government is clearly worse than one that puts all foreign states on a level playing field. If the United States is worried about propaganda flowing in from foreign despots while being less concerned about similar lobbying from states that share the same values, one could design a law that says that only certified democracies are allowed to engage in lobbying. What there cannot be any justification for is the current system, in which some tyrannies but not their rivals pay for access and influence within the United States.

The public choice perspective should lead us to look at practically all existing practices, even those designed to hold government accountable, in a new light. Laws and regulations that seem to protect civil liberties may have unintended consequences once we think carefully about how ideas spread. For example, in New York Times Co. v. United States, the Supreme Court ruled that the government cannot restrict the publication of classified material, although it could arrest individuals for publishing that material after the fact. Today, the top newspapers in the country routinely publish classified information, and although they could theoretically be prosecuted for it, as a norm they almost never are. While this seems to be a victory for civil liberties, it actually advantages reporters who are close to government sources. According to the law, any member of the public has the right to publish information without prior restraint from the government, but that right can in actuality only be practiced by a select few. While top civilian and military officials regularly leak classified information that ends up on the front pages of major newspapers, those who leak classified information that the government truly does not want to get out like Edward Snowden are hunted down as criminals.

Current law and practices surrounding classified information thus advantage already powerful people, that is, top officials in the government and the most prominent American journalists focusing on national security issues. The ability of these journalists to reveal classified information to the public is what makes them successful as reporters, and that ability depends on relationships with government officials. Thus, in addition to further empowering the already powerful, the current system selects top journalists based on how much approval they have from elites within the current administration or bureaucracy. In some way, the law should level the playing field. If the country is not harmed by classified information on the cover of major newspapers as a daily occurrence, then much of that information should not be classified in the first place, but freely available to the general public. If that were the case, then powerful officials would have less of an ability to select who the most prominent journalists reporting on their activities will be.


Changing norms

Finally, norms should change in order to take into account the public choice perspective. Just as how laws can either obscure or shed light on the influence of concentrated interests, so can decisions made by individuals who shape public opinion and exert pressure on leaders have a major impact. The public choice perspective presented in this book can help inspire the creation of new norms and standards of behavior that can ultimately lead to better foreign policy decisions. When a journalist writes a story, an academic produces a paper, or a human rights organization issues a report, the way that the author thinks foreign policy works shapes a countless number of decisions with regard to how questions are framed, what problems are identified and investigated, and even how seemingly neutral information is presented.

We can begin with an extremely simple example: how media reports should identify ex-government officials. On May 1, 2019, former UN Ambassador Nikki Haley joined the board of Boeing. Between May 2019 and January 2020, only one article on the Washington Post website mentioned that Nikki Haley was currently employed by that company. Yet 60 articles included the phrases “Nikki Haley” and “Ambassador to the United Nations.” It may be appropriate to inform readers of her past job but not current employment in articles in which one is talking about her actions when she was actually serving in the Trump administration. Yet even articles that talk about Haley’s comments on contemporary events mention her as a UN ambassador but not a corporate executive (Lenz 2020). The media have decided that, when former government officials go work for the private sector, their previous job is relevant and newsworthy while their contemporary affiliations are not, even when, in the case of Haley, those officials are commenting on military matters and their employer has a direct interest in the issue being discussed.

This is contrary to commonly accepted practices in analogous situations. Usually, employees and representatives of corporate interests are identified as such. Surely, a Boeing executive quoted giving an opinion on national security would be identified as a corporate figure in any newspaper. Why should this practice be abandoned if the employee used to have a high-ranking job in government? By treating their current employment as irrelevant to their public commentary, powerful officials in the realm of government and especially national security are given an indulgence that is not afforded to others in public life. Mentioning who pays those commenting on public issues in this case would not be a departure from normal practice, but the end of a privilege given to one group of particularly influential people.

Just as how ex-government officials often have a current interest in certain foreign policy decisions, so might scholars. Reports from top think tanks are usually presented in the media or in the form of congressional testimony as objective analysis. When funding information is available for such institutions, it should be revealed. When no funding information is available, reporters should ask questions, or make clear that the organization being cited refuses to provide information on its finances. A biased funding source does not necessarily discredit the work of a scholar. Academic journals do not ban any work that relies on a funding source with an interest in the research, but require sources of money and other potential conflicts of interest to be reported so that readers can interpret the information provided in its proper context. Why, then, are the norms so different when journalists report on issues of public importance in the world of intelligence and data analysis, where the subject matter is potentially liable to much more bias than randomized control trials and other forms of scientific research in which there is an ethical duty to report any financial relationship that might be perceived to exert undue influence on the results?

No less important, but less easy to measure, is the suggestion that we stop giving undeserved deference to policymakers regarding the decisions they make in the field of national security. The practice of mentioning only the former employment of ex-government officials now working in defense-related industries is part of a larger problem of deference to current and former national security officials throughout reporting and other arenas in which American foreign policy is discussed. For example, Chapter 5 presents the overwhelming evidence that sanctions do not accomplish their foreign policy goals. The literature is quite clear, and in other areas of policy when there is such a large disparity between the goals sought and the methods pursued there is usually pushback from the educated public. News stories should report on the claim that sanctions will lead to a significant change in a regime’s behavior the same way they report on a false claim made when a politician presents an economic forecast that relies on unrealistic assumptions. The public choice perspective presents a way to frame the issue, which means that the media should usually treat a political explanation of government behavior as being at least as plausible as an instrumental explanation in objective news analysis.

In fact, assuming some political motivations for behavior is par for the course when talking about foreign leaders perceived to be adversaries of the United States. Newspaper and magazine analyses of leaders like Bashar al-Assad, Kim Jung Un, and Vladimir Putin regularly discuss a combination of both political and policy goals as explanations for their behavior (see MacFarquhar 2018; O’Donnell 2019). In many ways, such reports are more nuanced and interesting than stories that seek to explain why American leaders make decisions, where a national security goal or policy motivation is usually at the forefront. A story in one of our top newspapers that attributed the military’s position on Afghanistan or Syria to bureaucratic interests, for example, is almost unthinkable. Perhaps journalists should not be speculating too much about the motivations of leaders without hard evidence in the first place, but to the extent that they do, the assumption that individuals act mostly for self-interested reasons is a good starting point when writing such stories. As there is little reason to believe American politicians are any less self-interested than their foreign counterparts, news reporting would likely benefit by treating all politicians similarly.

The lack of interest in the public choice perspective and the resulting assumptions that lead us to treat American leaders as relatively unconcerned with their own interests manifest themselves in the way that common sense is suspended when we talk about major foreign policy decisions made over the last few decades. When the Bush administration decided to start discussing the importance of democratization in Iraq after the embarrassment of not finding WMDs, some journalists and academics started talking about a long-term neoconservative plot to modernize the Middle East as a motivation for the war (Mearsheimer 2005; Schmidt and Williams 2008). Yet there is practically no evidence that the top levels of the Bush administration were thinking along these lines before the conflict began, nor can one find much in the history of neoconservative thought as put forth in publications like The Weekly Standard arguing for democratization as a panacea for all that ails the Muslim world. Such opponents of the decision to go into Iraq err not in criticizing the neoconservative plan, but in assuming that there was a plan in the first place. Accepting that politicians make short-term decisions for political reasons cures one of the need to believe that there was any kind of strategy that encompassed both the choice to go into Iraq and the goals that were sought once the United States was there. Likewise, there has been little probing of inconsistencies in some of President Obama’s decisions in the Middle East that make no policy sense but are explainable in political terms: namely, his sending of more troops into Afghanistan while also setting a deadline for their removal, and his decision to arm the Syrian rebels and crush the economy of that country while admittedly knowing these policies had no chance of success.

We need more discussion of how presidents have shifted their ideologies and beliefs based on political circumstances. The need for a war on terror, the Freedom Agenda, COIN, and the idea that economic pressure leads to regime change are, as scientific theories, extremely weak. Yet they make sense as political explanations of why presidents ended up choosing the policies they did. It is one thing to criticize a leader for making a wrong decision on a matter of national security. But it is probably more effective to criticize the same leader for sacrificing American lives and those of foreign peoples for political reasons, even if he did engage in self-deception as Trivers’ theory would predict. A public debate regarding foreign policy issues that has stronger theoretical grounding and does not give unjustified deference to surface-level justifications for American foreign policy can lead to a more informed public and greater accountability for government officials. The goal is not to unduly question the motives of leaders, but to simply make the same assumptions about them that we routinely make about the heads of corporations and foreign governments.

In addition to taking leaders’ explanations for political decisions at face value, there is also a tendency to give too much deference to expertise within the military and national security bureaucracy. Often, organs of the government will through methods such as public interviews, official reports, and congressional testimony engage in forecasting with regard to the likely outcomes of various policy options. Through less formal channels, when the president is considering some policy or another, anonymous officials within the bureaucracy will often provide journalists with predictions about what will happen as a result. Yet a look at the history of the American intelligence community reveals that it would be beyond generous to say that it has been right on major questions as often as it has been wrong (Weiner 2008), and this view is confirmed by Tetlock’s (2017) groundbreaking work showing experts in a field to not be any better than informed lay observers at forecasting. Thus, there appears to be little justification to take the predictions of government officials seriously when they issue grave warnings about the consequences of retreat from a certain region of the world or area of conflict. A world where we did away with any deference to experts in areas in which expertise has not been independently validated is probably too much to ask for, although it is good to have as an ideal. Tetlock’s work does not suggest that there is no way to engage in smart forecasting, only that individuals conventionally described as experts are not necessarily the ones we should be listening to. Policymakers and the wider public should be more aware of this point, and also keep in mind that there is often a clear interest on the part of government officials to hype up threats or exaggerate the costs of a more restrained posture.

In summary, this chapter is not arguing that we take an unjustified and overly cynical view of foreign policy or national security. Rather, it calls for the same standards we apply to other areas of politics and life to be used in this area. The suggestions put forth argue that conflicts of interest should be made clear and lobbying activities reported and made available to the public. When experts have an interest in the government following their recommendations, it should also be made clear, and they should not be given undue deference when there is no scientific reason to think that a particular class deserves it. National security has been treated differently from other areas for far too long, and this fact is unlikely to be unrelated to the massive and self-inflicted disasters that the United States has faced in foreign policy over the past several decades.


Both ideas and interests

In a way, this chapter may seem in tension with the rest of the book, which argues that interests help shape ideas, and also determine which ideas gain prominence through an alliance with true believers. Here, I am arguing for causation going in the other direction, holding that, if the arguments in this book are correct, the public choice perspective might lead to the adoption of new norms and laws that can shape incentive structures and thus how individuals perceive their interests. One can therefore reasonably ask how the ideas presented in this book should be expected to influence anyone who does not have a direct interest in accepting them, given the arguments made in previous chapters.

In reality, nothing in this book denies that both ideas and interests have causal importance. The argument is simply that current ways of talking about foreign policy and the field of international relations have failed to give adequate recognition to the power of concentrated interests. Rather than being denied, their power is often ignored in academia and among the educated public in favor of explanations that find the roots of state behavior in the distribution of power or the world of ideas, in the latter case without providing a convincing scientific explanation as to why certain ideas gain currency at the expense of others. Nevertheless, while some ideas succeed because they are agreeable to the interests of certain powerful groups of people, a minority succeed because of their moral and intellectual merit, although I would argue that the former kind has dominated thinking about American foreign policy over the last several decades. This may be in part because in the realm of foreign policy predictions and explanations are difficult given the complexity of the problems faced. While the pro-smoking lobby was eventually defeated because the science was so completely overwhelming, the question of what foreign policy best serves the interests of the United States and the rest of humanity is much more difficult to figure out. Nonetheless, for those who do feel confident that their suggestions would change American foreign policy for the better, this chapter provides advice on the best ways to do so if the public choice perspective is correct.

Instead of seeing concentrated interests helping some ideas gain prominence in a deterministic manner, one should see them as tilting the playing field. As a historical rule, wars are generally won by the side with more material power. This does not mean, however, that weaker parties cannot wins wars, even if the odds are stacked against them. Understanding the nature of material power, and what one’s strengths and weaknesses are, is necessary for developing an appropriate strategy, particularly when one’s side is materially overmatched. Likewise, it is a fundamental maxim of the public choice perspective that there is a tendency for views that are favored by concentrated interests to win out in a democracy, and perhaps any government. This does not mean that ideas that are contrary to those interests cannot win, only that those in favor of restraint must understand why they have been losing in the first place, despite clear and massive failures on the part of the “blob” and widespread opposition among many IR specialists to major aspects of American foreign policy (Walt 2018).

Given the inherent disadvantages involved in going up against commercial and governmental interests opposed to a less militarized American posture abroad, those who would like to see the United States behave more like a normal country need to seek the cultural and institutional changes necessary to mitigate the influence of the other side. Assuming a grand strategy on the part of American policymakers renders puzzling some of the most important foreign policy decisions of the last several decades. This book argues that the public choice perspective, with its focus on the influence of concentrated interests and short-term decision-making on the part of leaders prone to self-deception, is a better lens through which to understand most important aspects of American foreign policy, from the use of force and distribution of military personnel abroad to how the United States responds to rising powers, the use of economic sanctions and policy toward the Middle East since the attacks of September 11.

Bureaucratic and financial incentives, rather than simple argumentation and the international balance of power, are key to this perspective. In a way, reducing the influence of concentrated interests can allow for a better functioning of the marketplace of ideas. This is already widely understood among good governance advocates when it comes to domestic policy. The unitary actor model has largely distorted our understanding of IR in a way that disadvantages the field relative to the rest of political science. Accepting this fact has implications just as radical for journalism, activism, and the law as for achieving a scientific understanding of world politics.
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