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Figure 1. The Revolving Door.21

 Think tanks also serve as hosts for gatherings of policy professionals. Whether hosting a single-
issue lecture or convening a multiday symposium, these gatherings foster debate and understanding. 
While they shape opinions, these meetings can also lay the foundation for new ideas to successfully 
enter the policy arena. Just as importantly, these meetings can also serve to demonstrate why some 
new ideas need more time for thought before being implemented. Think tanks can also provide 
non-partisan venues for government officials to announce new initiatives or for foreign officials to 
engage the wider US policy community.22 
  Using both the public media and their own publishing resources, as well as the Internet, think 
tanks attempt to engage and educate the public. While some reflect the philosophical leanings of 
associated interest groups, others serve as independent judges of public policy and government 
performance. In fulfilling this role, they also build confidence in public policy and public officials. 
Even where government fails to deliver sufficient results, think tanks help shine light on policy 
failures and suggest corrective actions. The appearance of independence from government is vital 
in this role. Additionally, these organizations serve as interpreters of current events for citizens, 
providing various viewpoints on the issue of the day.23 Researcher Diana Stone suggests, however, 
that think tanks’ engagement with the public is a one-way relationship. That is, there is little formal 
structure in most think tanks to receive and process public feedback. She also notes that think tanks 
are focused heavily on policy elite and around governmental centers of power, effectively limiting 
their engagement mission.24

 Similar to their role in providing venues for professionals, think tanks can also provide venues 
for mediation between opposing groups. The U.S. Institute of Peace occasionally serves as a 
conduit for behind-the-scenes political negotiations, while also providing negotiation training 
to U.S. diplomats. The Carnegie Endowment hosted meetings over eight years on South Africa, 
establishing an ongoing dialogue focused on South Africa’s future and helping enable its political 
transition. Additionally, the Center for Strategic and International Studies has been involved in 
mediating divisions between Greeks and Turks and ethnic groups in the former Yugoslavia.25 In 
this role, think tanks can serve an important support function for the U.S. government in lessening 
tensions.
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 At this point, it is apparent that think tanks must maintain some level of positive reputation 
among both the public and the policy community to have any broad impact. Indeed, many think 
tanks strategize about garnering media attention though seminars, conferences and public lectures. 
They also reach out widely to academics, policymakers and journalists to get the message out. These 
events bring credit to the think tank as well as educate others about their work. Some think tanks 
pursue academic audiences through university lectures or pursue a more formal influence through 
Congressional testimony. Virtually all think tanks now have Internet home pages making their 
products widely available for download. While Donald Abelson argues that think tank influence is 
quite difficult to assess accurately, he notes that some think tank directors use media coverage as a 
gauge of their own organization’s policy influence.26 
 While the word “independent” is frequently used in describing think tanks or their roles, most 
often, the word refers to the relationship between think tanks and the government. It should not be 
construed to mean that think tanks are necessarily impartial, nor that they come to their conclusions 
or operate in the policy world without outside influence. Looking internationally, Stone claims that 
the term think tank brings a certain prestige to an organization, and that the definition has become 
very elastic, especially in a non-Anglo-American setting. Think tanks reflect their native political 
environment, and the independence from government influence expected of a U.S. or UK think 
tank should not be assumed for others.27

 To be able to afford all of the activity related above, and the amount of professional expertise at 
their fingertips, where do think tanks get their funding? There are four primary avenues of funding 
think tanks in the U.S. Many, if not all, think tanks accept donations from private individuals. 
Considered separate from these individual donations are endowments or major contributions of 
wealthy individuals. Private foundations provide another source of funding, as do government 
grants and contracts.28 These funding sources are also a source of feedback. As an organization 
produces results that are favorable to a donor, the tendency would naturally be for that donor to 
consider maintaining or increasing the funding stream. Similarly, if the think tank fails to deliver 
significant enough results, or somehow works against the values and interests of the donor, the 
natural tendency would be to eliminate or decrease future funding. 
 At the same time, donors can choose to overlook short-term results in making funding decisions, 
while think tanks can also choose to operate without regard for the opinions of their funding sources. 
Human nature suggests that these situations would be exceptions to the rule. This fact should not be 
construed to be a guarantee of partisanship on any given issue, but simply a cautionary note not to 
assume impartiality. Indeed, James McGann, Senior Fellow at the Foreign Policy Research Institute 
told a Foreign Press Center audience, “. . . most people don’t talk about it, most institutions will rail 
against what I’m about to do, because they don’t want to be pegged in being one quadrant or another 
in terms of left, center, right, but the reality is those people who are in the know know what—where 
think tanks fall.”29 Knowing this, donors select the think tanks they choose to support, and think 
tanks tend to generate ideas and products that reflect their employees and donors. This polarization 
of some think tanks toward ideological positions can provide utility where they balance each other, 
but this tendency can also leave the ideological center with less of a policy voice.
 Think tanks as organizations have no direct line of accountability. As mentioned above, they are 
indirectly accountable to their funding sources. Losing a funding source could lead a think tank to 
find other sources of revenue which, in turn, may or may not lead to a change in organizational focus. 
In a broader sense, think tanks are also accountable to their target audience(s), as losing a significant 
portion of their audience will reduce their perceived influence. This loss of influence may, in turn, 
also affect their funding. At the individual level, think tank scholars are directly accountable to their 
boards of directors.
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Interest Groups.

 In 1787, writing in Federalist #10, James Madison defined “faction” as “. . . a number of citizens, 
whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some 
common impulse of passion, or of interest, adversed [sic] to the rights of other citizens, or to the 
permanent and aggregate interests of the community.”30 Today an interest group can be broadly 
defined as any group of non-elected individuals that organize themselves in an attempt to influence 
public policy. While focused on the national security community, this paper nevertheless recognizes 
that interest groups not claiming any interest in security policy can have impacts on policy and 
strategy formulation. 
 An About.com web page entitled “Issues, Organizations, and Interest Groups” gives some feel 
for the Wild West nature of the world of interest groups. At the time of this writing, the website 
contained 211 links to interest groups from across the political sphere. From well-known groups 
like the National Rifle Association and Greenpeace to polar opposites such as National Right to Life 
and Planned Parenthood to lesser-knowns such as Stewards of Family Farms, Ranches, and Forests, 
this website barely scratches the surface of interest groups vying to impact policy. To illustrate the 
scope of such groups, the Encyclopedia of Associations lists 22,200 U.S. national organizations; 22,300 
international organizations; and 115,000 regional, state and local organizations.31 (Note that under 
an expansive reading of this definition, some Federal agencies such as the Department of Veterans 
Affairs and Office of National Drug Control Policy could be considered interest groups—and these 
executive branch organizations’ websites are listed on the About.com website. This paper does not 
consider government agencies as interest groups.)

Interest groups obviously vary significantly in terms of size, focus, influence, and name 
recognition. On one end of the spectrum is Asian Pacific Americans for Progress (APAP), a little-
known, liberal-leaning group based on the U.S. west coast. In May of 2007, this group hosted 
a conference call with Elizabeth Edwards, wife of presidential candidate John Edwards. For 30 
minutes, she took questions from 65 call-in sites—mostly people’s homes. APAP, begun in 2004 to 
support candidate Howard Dean, claims no more than 7,500 members nationwide.32

 At the other end of the spectrum reside well-known groups such as the American Association 
of Retired Persons (AARP). A visit to the AARP website shows they are open to anyone over 50 
years old and claim over 37 million members. The organization is well known for their advocacy 
on behalf of seniors for affordable prescription drugs and protection of Social Security or Medicare 
from changes that would decrease benefit payments to seniors. Their other interests are wide-
ranging, from homeowner insurance to the Taxpayer Bill of Rights to telecom deregulation and 
liability issues for volunteer drivers.33

Neither of these groups is primarily interested in or directly related to foreign policy. However, 
virtually all interest groups play at least an indirect role in the foreign policy process. For example, 
the national security professional might see the greatest impact of AARP in their tenacious defense of 
spending in the Social Security and Medicare accounts. Foreign policy funding of all types competes 
with other spending in the budget process. Thus, any argument for resource growth for the DoD or 
the State Department will require either a tax increase or a reduction in other government spending 
(or both). The case for discretionary spending growth is problematic, as AARP (among others) 
stands ready to mobilize 37 million seniors to oppose any resulting spending reductions or tax 
increases.
 A significant majority of the American public agrees with the statement, “Congress is too 
heavily influenced by interest groups.”34 While political scientists across the spectrum cannot 
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agree on the extent of interest group influence over the Congress, they uniformly reject “as crude 
and exaggerated” the public view of an interest group stranglehold on Congress.35 At the same 
time, the American system of government has several facets that tend to increase the influence of 
interest groups when compared to other forms of government. Perhaps most importantly, the First 
Amendment to the Constitution guarantees the right of American individuals or groups to be heard 
through freedoms of the press, speech and assembly. The diffusion of power in the American political 
system also serves to increase the power of interest groups. The separation of powers into three 
branches enhances the influence of interest groups by preventing excessive accumulation of powers 
in any single branch. Further diluting the centralization of power is the concept of Federalism, or 
reserving power to the states that is not explicitly granted to the Federal government. Furthermore, 
the limited power of any single political party in the American system tends to raise the relative 
influence of all actors in the system. Finally, the independent judiciary gives interest groups a route 
of appeal when legislative or executive actions stifle minority rights or harm group interests.36

 Interest groups play important roles in representative government. They tend to organize either 
around broad public policy issues or narrowly focused issues. Organizing is easier for small groups 
that share a significant stake in a given issue. Because of its small size, the impact of any policy 
change will be more keenly felt, meaning individual motivation and energy are easier to come by 
and maintain as the interest group advances its agenda. With small size, however, usually comes 
small influence. The amount of time and energy involved in organizing a large public policy interest 
group is more extensive. Likewise, the potential impact of any given policy will be more diluted as 
it reaches across a larger population, meaning the individual motivation and energy level is more 
difficult to sustain.37 At the same time, the influence of a large group is likely to be greater than of 
a small group, since larger membership represents a larger constituency, and generally, access to a 
greater pool of resources. Interest groups formed to represent other groups (e.g. business groups, 
labor organizations, associations of like-minded groups) have similar dynamics.
 An example of interest group engagement in governance is the effort to bring greater 
transparency to the Congressional practice of earmarking.  Earmarks are specific appropriations 
inserted into legislation by a single Member of Congress that benefits his or her state or district.  
Referring to earmarks, the President of Americans for Tax Reform stated, “Transparency is the 
next big thing.”38  A Wall Street Journal article asserts that this trend has accelerated at the state 
level—Kansas, Minnesota and Texas are among 19 states that have passed or are considering laws 
mandating public transparency of government spending.  In the 2006 election cycle, Congressional 
democrats campaigned on bringing greater transparency to earmarks.  Legislative progress on the 
issue has been spotty, however, as some 32,000 earmark requests are working their way through the 
2007 legislative session.39  
 In addition to their efforts to implement change, interest groups’ expertise can be an important 
asset to Members of Congress, the Executive branch and the Judiciary. The arcane and technical 
aspects of much of American business, agricultural and scientific life, for example, are generally 
outside the experience and expertise of Members and their staffs.40 Interest groups step forward to 
fill the void, educating Members and theoretically helping to improve the final legislative product. 
Members frequently reach out to those interest groups with which they have established trusted 
relationships. According to research from as far back as the 1960’s, these relationships may form 
the basis for much of the sway interest groups have over policy.41 Clearly, relationships continue to 
matter.
 At the individual level, interest groups often hire lobbyists to represent their views to the 
government. As lobbyists work to educate Members, they, and the interest groups that employ them 
can become sources of financial support Members can tap for campaign expenses. The image of a 
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congressman receiving money from a lobbyist gets to the heart of the public’s troubled perceptions. 
In many cases, however, the public perception is misguided, as the greater power in the relationship 
often belongs to the Member. As needy as each Member of Congress is for campaign funds, the 
universe of available lobbyists with funds is so large that Members can afford to be somewhat 
choosy. This inverts the relationship, forcing lobbyists to compete and to bring value beyond their 
money to the table.42  While not dependent on interest group money, members of the President’s 
administration are also recipients of interest group lobbying.  This lobbying attempts to steer Federal 
policymaking as well as the content of legislation the administration may propose to Congress.  
Finally, interest groups can also directly lobby the administration to threaten a Presidential veto of 
legislation.
 In addition to hiring lobbyists, interest groups also can form Political Action Committees (PACs) 
to collect and disburse money on behalf of political candidates or specific issues. PACs are limited 
to accepting no more than $5,000 from an individual, political party committee or other PAC within 
any given calendar year. PACs may give no more than $5,000 to any candidate’s reelection committee 
or more than $15,000 to any national party committee annually.43 These PACs serve as conduits for 
the ‘soft money’ that has replaced direct contributions to candidates over the years. As Congress 
tightened campaign contribution laws in an effort to head off ethics crises and the worsening of 
public perception, limits on these direct contributions, known as ‘hard money’ weakened their 
overall impact. PACs and soft money emerged out of the resulting political environment, and 
efforts to control or limit PACs have suffered from limited Congressional enthusiasm as well as 
Constitutional issues regarding limiting free speech.
 When working to influence policy, interest groups can adopt an inside strategy, an outside 
strategy, or some combination of the two. Inside strategies focus their efforts on influencing change 
from inside the organization. This strategy requires connections with centers of power and influence 
inside the organization, which will then change the direction of the whole institution. Lobbying is 
an example of an inside strategy, wherein an interest group pays an individual or lobbying firm 
to communicate directly with select Members of Congress in order to influence their votes on a 
piece of legislation or more broadly across a range of bills impacting their interests. An inside 
strategy is the most direct approach and when correctly planned and executed, is more effective 
than an outside strategy. An inside strategy also has the possibility of being executed with less 
public scrutiny than an outside strategy. Ultimately, however, an inside strategy requires access to 
resources such as money, a substantial membership list or perhaps established relationships that 
facilitate access. Without such resources, interest groups have little hope of effectively working 
inside the organization.
 An outside strategy attempts to bring external pressure on the organization. The use of public 
pressure, shame, protest actions and civil disobedience are samples of tools of an outside strategy. 
The appeal of the outside strategy is that is does not necessarily require large sums of money, a 
large membership or any direct connection at all to the target organization. Before the advent of 
the Internet, the media was a primary tool of the outside strategy, especially for resource-poor 
groups. Groups such as Earth First—an environmental action group known to use protest actions 
to garner media attention—hope to receive free publicity through news coverage. Just as terrorists 
attempt to communicate to their target audience via media coverage of their attacks, some interest 
groups create disruptions to garner public attention to their interests. Fortunately, these groups are 
a tiny minority, and a more common outside strategy is a simple media campaign that relies on 
repetition and a wide reach of press releases and ‘talking head’ opportunities to get the message 
out. This is one avenue where PACs excel. Their large monetary resources, limited in terms of direct 
contributions to favored candidates, are available for wide ranging media campaigns on behalf of 
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both candidates and issues. Additionally, a University of Michigan study concluded that a media-
based outside strategy is generally only effective for those groups with enough resources to also 
attempt an inside strategy.44 It appears that in addition to relationships, size also matters.

While PAC money buys expensive media campaigns, the increasing ubiquity of the Internet 
has dramatically reduced the cost of Internet-based campaigns. With the lowered financial bar to 
entry comes a vastly more congested public space, in which it becomes ever more difficult to make 
a message stand out. It is clear that both large national interest groups and narrowly focused groups 
can now mobilize their members with little resource outlay.  At the same time, the media still plays 
an enormous role both in political campaigns and in governance.

The Media.

 In the absence of a functioning media, much of the foregoing discussion about the national security 
community would become moot. The Executive branch would make policy, the Legislature would 
make laws and the Judiciary would continue to interpret them as before. In that case, however, all 
three branches would be more isolated from the People, and think tanks and interest groups would 
be hard pressed to generate the influence they enjoy today. The media serves as a conduit energizing 
the informal connections highlighted elsewhere in this chapter. Complicating the picture is the fact 
that the media cannot cover these issues without also affecting them, both directly and indirectly. 
The media impacts the national security environment in many ways. Most importantly, the media 
serves as a communications channel between the government and the People. It also serves as 
a democratic watchdog over government, guarding against the inappropriate accumulation and 
exercise of power. Somewhat less recognized outside of journalistic circles, but arguably no less 
important, is the media role of framing. 
 Framing can represent the context within which the media presents information. Given the 
finite news cycle, how much space or time does any single news item deserve? Editors are always 
challenged to maximize a story’s accuracy, depth and context while minimizing the time or space 
allotted. Limiting context, however, affects the framing and ultimately the consumer’s interpretation 
of the story. For example, is a news item presented with enough context to allow the consumer to 
distinguish a conspiracy just unmasked from a simple case of human error? Was this news event 
even out of the ordinary? Framing can also relate to whether or not an item is covered at all. When 
an editor reaches the limit of a given news cycle’s coverage, any remaining lower-priority stories, 
according to his sole judgment, are left out—many never to be reconsidered. In choosing not to 
cover one story, while covering another, the editor has in a small way personally framed the larger 
public debate. A familiar example in military circles is the media’s perceived predilection to report 
daily U.S. casualties in Iraq as well as the body count from insurgent attacks. A source of contention 
for military professionals is the editorial choice to ignore information contained in Coalition press 
releases documenting progress in security, civil society and basic services. The military professional 
grouses about the preponderance of negative coverage, while the media editor laments that most 
press release information, while perhaps valuable to the overall context, simply is not news. This 
media framing presents the war as a recurring drumbeat of costs paid without also providing the 
balancing compilation of benefits purchased in part through the efforts and sacrifices of those paying 
the costs. 
 In any close observation of the media and the government it is helpful to remember that they share 
the same ultimate customer—the People.45 While on the surface, relations between the government 
and the media frequently appear strained, there are institutional continuities working beneath the 
surface that make for a symbiotic relationship. These continuities include the media’s ongoing 
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need for access to information and the government’s need for the means to communicate with the 
People. While both parties want more control over the relationship, they make extensive use of each 
other to achieve their objectives. The media exerts pressure on the government to provide greater 
access to information—in some cases information that the government does not want to release. The 
government, in turn, devotes resources both to crafting strategies to communicate its message to the 
People via the media and to responding to media requests for information.46 In that relationship, 
both parties hold some power. 
 The news cycle drives the media’s recurring appetite for information. Theoretically, the 
government has the power to grant or withhold access. (Notwithstanding the idealized picture of 
the investigative journalist digging through the system looking for a sympathetic source.) If the 
government wants to fulfill the media’s request, it generally must do so on the media’s timeline. If 
it fails to do so, the story may not get the extent of coverage the government desires. Likewise, if the 
government does not want the story to get wide coverage, delaying a response until after deadline 
can have that effect. For stories that editors feels have sufficient impact, however, such government 
delays do no good. In fact, the media can report on the government’s lack of responsiveness, and 
thereby contribute to heightening public attention to a subsequent story.
 When compared with the government-media relationship, the relational dynamic between the 
media, think tanks and interest groups is somewhat more one-directional. Here, the pull of the 
media news cycle is enhanced by the push of these groups’ desire to generate media coverage for 
their ideas. Indeed, it may be more accurate to portray a media responsibility of filtering in this 
relationship. In today’s fast-paced and crowded news environment, not every think tank or interest 
group press release or report is worth a slice of finite media coverage, and the media therefore 
decides what receives coverage and what does not.
 The proliferation of Internet websites and satellite/cable television channels containing news and 
commentary have led to saturation of the media marketplace. Newspaper circulation is declining 
around the country, and the ability to turn a profit is more problematic.47 Conventional wisdom 
asserts that pursuing high quality journalism costs additional resources, and these added resources 
detract from the profit margin of a news organization. With shareholders always looking over the 
shoulder, the pressure for profits frequently leads to cost-cutting measures, which in turn degrade 
the quality of in-depth reporting. The Chairman of the Tribune Company, Jack Fuller, spoke on the 
tension between business and journalistic priorities: 

. . . those of us who put out newspapers are important . . . participants in the system of public governance. 
If we take that seriously, as we should, our jobs as leaders of newspaper enterprises is to find the sweet spot 
where we can fulfill both our fiduciary obligation to the shareholders and our social obligation to provide 
communities the kind of information they need in order for people to make their sovereign choices wisely.48 

 To determine if objective measures of newspaper quality are available, Koang-Hyub Kim and 
Philip Meyer began by reviewing a study published in 1989 by Leo Bogart. In his conclusions, 
Bogart declared that indicators such as accuracy, civic-mindedness and impartiality in reporting 
were too subjective to be measured. What Kim and Meyer went on to find, however, was that for 
seven quality indicators they isolated, quality was indeed directly related to profitability. (Higher 
quality led to higher profits.) But they noted, “Quality journalism, in the minds of some, is more cost 
than gain.” Perhaps more ominously for newspapers in general, the researchers’ final conclusion 
was that those focused on cutting costs were achieving short-term gains while masking the long-
term costs in terms of reduced readership as quality inevitably suffers.49 
 How does this phenomenon affect the national security community? As pressures build on 
newspapers, and media more generally, to generate additional profits to justify stock price increases, 
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the time, effort and resources devoted to news collection and quality reporting will likely decline. 
Reporting may depend more and more on inside sources cuing reporters to evolving issues. Perhaps 
the various interrelationships in the community will become more complicated as the Internet 
opens up ever wider spaces for individuals and groups for report news, leak information or opine 
on the issues of the day. The Internet will certainly increase the relative power of any connected, 
enterprising individual. It remains to be seen if it will lead to more in-depth, quality reporting.

Conclusion.

 While the Executive branch bears the primary burden for national security policy, it functions 
in an environment with other actors clamoring for influence. The Congress wields significant 
sway in policy debates. In a movement gaining momentum over many years, think tanks have 
greatly increased in number. While their direct influence remains difficult to measure, there is little 
contention over the idea that their influence continues to grow. Metaphorically elbowing their way 
onto the stage are interest groups, large and small, that sometimes bring access to tremendous 
resources—resources that are important to the Congress for the almost-perpetual campaigning 
required. Providing much of the discussion space for each of these parties to interact is the 
media. The national security community is a morass of intersecting relationships of feedback and 
accountability. Whether forecasting the second-order effects of a policy proposal or attempting to 
shepherd policy changes through the process, the national security professional needs to remain 
attuned to the many players involved, and to choose his sources wisely.
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CHAPTER 3

NATIONAL SECURITY AND THE INTERAGENCY PROCESS 

Gabriel Marcella1 

Power is the capacity to direct the decisions and actions of others. Power derives from strength and will. 
Strength comes from the transformation of resources into capabilities. Will infuses objectives with resolve. 
Strategy marshals capabilities and brings them to bear with precision. Statecraft seeks through strategy to 
magnify the mass, relevance, impact, and irresistibility of power. It guides the ways the state deploys and 
applies its power abroad. These ways embrace the arts of war, espionage, and diplomacy. The practitioners of 
these three arts are the paladins of statecraft.2 

    Chas W. Freeman, Jr. 

 The United States is a fully equipped, globally deployed, interagency superpower. It is the 
indispensable anchor of international order and the increasingly globalized economic system. 
Nothing quite like it has ever existed. Indeed such great powers as Rome, Byzantium, China, Spain, 
England, and France achieved extraordinary sophistication, enormous institutional and cultural 
influence, and longevity, but they never achieved the full articulation of America‘s global reach. 
 Today the United States forward deploys some 250 diplomatic missions in the form of embassies, 
consulates, and membership in specialized organizations. It possesses a unified military command 
system that covers all regions of the world, the homeland, and even outer space. It is the leader 
of an interlocking set of alliances and agreements that promotes peace, open trade, the principles 
of democracy, human rights, and protection of the environment. American capital, technology, 
and culture influence the globe. American power and influence is pervasive and multidimensional. 
All the instruments of national power are deployed. Yet the challenge of strategic integration, of 
bringing the instruments into coherent effectiveness, remains. Presidents and their national security 
staffs strive to achieve coherence, with varying levels of success through use of the “interagency 
process.” 
 The interagency decision making process is uniquely American in character, size, and complexity. 
Given ever expanding responsibilities and the competition for resources, it is imperative that national 
security professionals master it in order to work effectively within it. The complex challenges to 
national security in the 21st century will require intelligent integration of resources and unity of 
effort within the government. It is also imperative that changes be made to make the system and the 
process more effective. 
 The United States first faced the challenge of strategic integration in an embryonic interagency 
process during World War II. Mobilizing the nation, the government, and the armed forces for war 
and winning the peace highlighted the importance of resources and budgets, of integrating diplomacy 
with military power, gathering and analyzing enormous quantities of intelligence, conducting joint 
and combined military operations, and managing coalition strategies and balancing competing 
regional priorities, for example, the European versus the Pacific theater in national strategy. From 
the war and the onset of the Cold War emerged a number of institutional and policy innovations. 
Among them: the structure of the modern Department of State, Department of Defense (DoD) (from 
the old War and Navy Departments), a centralized intelligence system, the Marshall Plan for the 
reconstruction of Europe, the unified military command system, the Air Force, the predecessor of 
the U.S. Agency for International Development (Point Four), NATO and other alliances, military 
assistance pacts, military advisory groups, and the U.S. Information Agency. 
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 There is probably no period in American history like the late 1940s and early 1950s that 
demonstrates the kind of national and institutional learning that John P. Lovell calls “purposeful 
adaptation.” He defines it as “the need to develop and pursue foreign policy goals that are sensitive 
to national needs and aspirations and to the realities of a changing world environment.”3 The 
evolution of the interagency process parallels America’s purposeful adaptation to changing global 
realities of the last five decades. But it is not an orderly evolution because of serious structural 
and cultural impediments, such as discontinuities from one administration to another and poor 
institutional memory.4 Prominent historical markers along the path of learning and adaptation 
included such documents as National Security Council (NSC) 68, the intellectual framework for 
the containment strategy against the Soviet Union. Though not a policy document, the Weinberger 
Doctrine articulated criteria for the use of military power that dramatically influenced the shape of 
American strategy in the 1980s and 1990s. 
 There are countless examples of how American statesmen codify in writing the patterns of 
“purposeful adaptation.” The tragic events of September 11, 2001, had such an impact on American 
national security that the George W. Bush administration created a Department for Homeland 
Security. It also published a series of strategy documents on counterterrorism, homeland security, 
military strategy, and infrastructure security. Bush‘s National Security Strategy (NSS) dramatically 
redefined the philosophical underpinnings of the U.S. role in the world. Because the attacks of 
September 11, 2001, represented an assault on international order and exposed the vulnerabilities of 
the United States to asymmetric warfare by non-state actors, the NSS of September 17, 2002, spoke 
of the need to redefine the Westphalian concept of sovereignty for the purpose of reestablishing 
order and security in the international system.5 

 When the United States reluctantly inherited global responsibilities in 1945, American statesmen 
faced three challenges: forging a system of collective security, promoting decolonization, and 
building a stable international financial order. These and 4 decades of intense threat from the other 
superpower had a decisive impact on shaping the interagency process. With the end of bipolar 
ideological and geopolitical conflict, the foreign policy and defense agenda was captured by free 
trade, democratization, sub-national ethnic and religious conflict, failing states, humanitarian 
contingencies, ecological deterioration, terrorism, international organized crime, drug trafficking, 
and the proliferation of the technology of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). The dawn of the 
21st century calls for a relook at the adequacy of the interagency system, not only because of the 
changing agenda but also because of the nature and extent of the global responsibilities the United 
States has taken on.

The National Security Council: The Permanent Tension between Coordination vs. 
Policymaking. 

 To bring strategic coherence, consensus, and decisiveness to the burgeoning global respon-
sibilities of the emerging superpower, the National Security Act of 1947 created the National Security 
Council. Its functions: 

The function of the Council shall be to advise the President with respect to the integration of domestic, 
foreign, and military policies relating to the national security so as to enable the military services and the other 
departments and agencies of the Government to cooperate more effectively in matters involving the national 
security. 

. . . other functions the President may direct for the purpose of more effectively coordinating the policies and 
functions of the departments and agencies of the Government relating to the nation’s security . . . 
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. . . assess and appraise the objectives, commitments, and risks of the United States . . . 

. . . consider policies on matters of common interest to the departments and agencies of the Government 
concerned with the national security . 

 The statutory members are the President, the Vice President, and the Secretaries of State and 
Defense. By statute, the Director of Central Intelligence and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff are advisors. Other advisors, including additional cabinet members such as the Secretary of 
the Treasury, may be invited. The President chairs the meeting; but the Council need not convene 
formally to function. Formal NSC meetings are rare. Indeed, by late 1999 the Clinton NSC had met 
only once: March 2, 1993. There are alternatives to formal meetings, such as the ABC luncheons 
of Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, Secretary of Defense William Cohen, and Sandy Berger, 
Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, or the Deputies breakfasts and lunches. The 
President himself may at any time meet informally with members of his cabinet. In recent years, 
tele-video conferencing facilitates such senior level consultations.
 The “NSC system” of policy coordination and integration across the departments and agencies 
operates 24 hours a day. The Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs directs the staff. 
The emergence of the modern “operational presidency,”6 brought to the NSC greater authority over 
the development and implementation of policy, thus creating a new power center that competes for 
jurisdiction with the Departments of State and Defense. 
 The NSC staff, known as the Executive Secretariat, has varied in size and function. In 1999 the 
staff comprised about 208 (of which 101 were policy personnel and 107 administrative and support 
personnel) professionals covering regional and functional responsibilities. Under the George W. 
Bush administration, the NSC staff was cut to nearly half. Staffers are detailed from the diplomatic 
corps, the intelligence community, the civil service, the military services (12 military officers were 
in policy positions in September 1999), academia, and the private sector. The staffing procedures 
are personalized to the president’s style and comfort level. The structure of the staff, its internal 
and external functioning, and the degree of control of policy by the president varies. Carter and 
Clinton were very centralized, Reagan and George Bush, senior, less so. As examples, the first two 
Presidential Decision Directives of the Clinton administration, dated January 20, 1993, set forth the 
structure and function of the NSC staff and groups that reported to it, as depicted in Figure 1.
 



32

National Security Council System

National Security 
Council

Principals
Committee

Deputies
Committee

Interagency
Working Groups

National Security 
Council Staff

Direction & Supervision
Coordination

Figure 1. National Security System Under Clinton.

The day-to-day policy coordination and integration was done by the NSC Staff, divided into the 
functional and geographic directorates depicted in Figure 2.
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 The Principals Committee members were the cabinet level representatives who comprised the 
senior forum for national security issues. The Deputies Committee included deputy secretary level 
officials who monitored the work of the interagency process, did crisis management, and when 
necessary, pushed unresolved issues to the principals for resolution. Interagency Working Groups 
(IWGs) were the heart and soul of the process. They were ad hoc, standing, regional, or functional. 
They functioned at a number of levels, met regularly to assess routine and crisis issues, framed 
policy responses, and built consensus across the government for unified action. The fluid nature of 
the process meant that IWGs did not always have to come to decisions. The system preferred that 
issues be decided at the lowest level possible. If issues were not resolved there, they were elevated 
to the next level and when appropriate, to the Deputies Committee. Who chaired the different 
IWGs and committees varied between the NSC director and senior State Department officials.
 Dramatic changes came with the election of George W. Bush. Comfortable with a corporate style 
of executive leadership and surrounding himself with very experienced national security statesmen 
like Secretary of State Colin Powell (former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Assistant to the 
President for National Security Affairs, and White House Fellow), Vice President Richard Cheney 
(former Congressman, Secretary of Defense, and White House Chief of Staff), and Defense Secretary 
Donald Rumsfeld (former Secretary of Defense, Ambassador to NATO, and Congressman), President 
George W. Bush centralized policy authority by establishing new structures and procedures. 7

 The process began with new nomenclature for presidential directives. National Security 
Presidential Directive 1 (NSPD1), dated February 13, 2001, established six regional Policy 
Coordinating Committees (PCCs) and 11 (later 15) PCCs to handle functional responsibilities.8 In 
2005 they were:
 Regional PCCs:

Europe
Western Hemisphere
East Asia
South Asia
Near East and North Africa
Africa

 Functional PCCs (with department responsible in parentheses):
  Democracy, Human Rights, and International Operations (NSC)
  International Development and Humanitarian Assistance (State)
  Global Environment (NSC and National Economic Council)
  International Finance (Treasury)
  Transnational Economic Issues (NEC)
  Counter-Terrorism and National Preparedness (NSC)
  Defense Strategy, Force Structure, and Planning (Defense)
  Arms Control (NSC)
  Intelligence and Counterintelligence (NSC)
  Records Access and Information Security (NSC)
  International Organized Crime (NSC)
  Contingency Planning (NSC)
  Space (NSC)

HIV/AIDS and Infectious Diseases (state and Health and Human Services)

(See Figure 3.)
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  The plethora of existing IWGs was abolished by NSPD1. The activities of IWGs were transferred 
to the new PCCs. The PCCs were the most important structural changes made by the Bush 
Administration. According to NSPD1, they were the “Day-to-day fora for interagency coordination 
of national security policy. They shall provide policy analysis for consideration by the more senior 
committees of the NSC system and ensure timely responses to decisions made by the president.” 
The centralization of authority over national security matters reached levels not seen for many 
years. However, it remained to be seen whether the system would work effectively. In Spring 2003, 
a senior national security careerist who was intimately involved with policymaking referred to 
interagency relations as “the worst in 20 years.” An experienced foreign policy hand commented: 
“The interagency system is broken” and averred that instead of centralization of authority, there is 
fragmentation.9 Explanations for this state of affairs varied. They included the intrusion of group 
think dynamics among senior neo-conservative decisionmakers, the role of strong personalities, the 
bypassing of the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, Condolezza Rice, as well 
as the deliberate isolation of the Department of State.10

 Another important interagency reorganization made by the Bush administration was the 
creation of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), and a unified military command, the 
Northern Command. The creation of DHS involved the transfer of responsibilities, people, and 
resources from existing agencies and departments to a new entity. DHS has over 170,000 employees 
and an anticipated budget of 40 billion dollars. It constitutes the largest reorganization of the U.S. 
Government since the creation of the Defense Department. DHS combined 22 agencies “specializing 
in various disciplines,” such as: law enforcement, border security, immigration, biological research, 
computer security, transportation security, disaster mitigation, and port security.11 Though it is a 
national security department it will not be involved in power projection, a crucial difference with 
the Defense Department. Yet, it will use many skills and resources that reside across the agencies: 
military, diplomatic, law enforcement, intelligence, and logistics. Homeland security also involves 
the concept of federalism, whereby some 87,000 state and local jurisdictions share power with 
federal institutions. The challenge of integrating federalism injects into national security planning 
will be immense.
 Policy is often made in different and subtle ways. Anthony Lake, writing in Somoza Falling: The 
Nicaraguan Dilemma, A Portrait of Washington At Work, discusses how the answer to an important 
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letter can help set policy. Hence the importance of interagency coordination and the importance of 
being the one (bureau, office, agency) that drafts it. “. . . policy flows as much from work on specific 
items—like the letter from Perez [to Carter]—as it does from the large, formal interagency ‘policy 
reviews’ that result in presidential pronouncements.”12 Each action is precedent for future actions. 
Speeches, press conferences, VIP visits, and presidential travels are important. Lake elaborates 
“Policy is made on the fly; it emerges from the pattern of specific decisions. Its wisdom is decided 
by whether you have some vision of what you want, a conceptual thread as you go along.”13 

 The NSC staff does the daily and long-term coordination and integration of foreign policy and 
national security matters across the vast government. Specifically, it: 

• Provides information and policy advice to the President.
• Manages the policy coordination process.
• Monitors implementation of presidential policy decisions. 
• Manages crises. 
• Articulates the President‘s policies. 
• Undertakes long term strategic planning. 
• Conducts liaison with Congress and foreign governments. 
• Coordinates summit meetings and national security related trips. 

There is a natural tension between the policy coordination function of the NSC and policymaking. 
Jimmy Carter‘s Director of Latin American Affairs at the NSC, Robert Pastor, argues that: 

. . . tension between NSC and State derives in part from the former’s control of the agenda and the latter’s 
control of implementation. State Department officials tend to be anxious about the NSC usurping policy, and 
the NSC tends to be concerned that State either might not implement the President‘s decisions or might do so 
in a way that would make decisions State disapproved of appear ineffective and wrong.14 

 The NSC staff is ideally a coordinating body, but it oscillates between the poles, taking policy 
control over some issues while allowing State or Defense to be the lead agency on most national 
security and foreign policy issues. On some key issues, such as the Kosovo crisis of 1998-99, the NSC 
staff may take over policy control from State. Similarly, policy towards Cuba and Haiti in 1993-95 
was handled directly out of the White House because of the deeply-rooted domestic dimension of 
those issues. In virtually all cases, however, major policy must be cleared through the NSC staff and 
the National Security Advisor. This process of clearing makes the NSC staff a key element in the 
policymaking process. In general, the clearance process involves a review by the appropriate NSC 
staff director to assure that the new policy initiative is consistent with the president’s overall policy 
in that functional or regional area, that it has been coordinated with all appropriate departments 
and agencies, and that all obvious political risks associated with the new initiative have been 
identified and assessed. This process makes all the relevant departments stakeholders in the final 
policy statement. The Oliver North Iran-Contra caper created an autonomous operational entity in 
the NSC staff. But that was an aberration that does not invalidate the general rule. The salient point 
is that proximity to the president gives the NSC staff significant policy clout in the interagency 
process. Such clout must be used sparingly lest it cause resentment and resistance or overlook the 
policy wisdom and skills available elsewhere in the executive departments. 

Toward a Theory of the Interagency Process: How Does the President Mobilize  
the Government? 

 The interagency is not a place. It is a process involving human beings and complex organizations 
with different cultures, and different outlooks on what’s good for the national interest and the 
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best policy to pursue—all driven by the compulsion to defend and expand turf. The process is 
political (therefore conflictual) because at stake is power, personal, institutional, or party. The 
“power game” involves the push and pull of negotiation, the guarding of policy prerogatives, 
the hammering out of compromises, and the normal human and institutional propensity to resist 
change.15 Regardless of the style of the president and the structures developed for the management 
of national security policy, the interagency process performs the same basic functions: identifies 
policy issues and questions, formulates options, raises issues to the appropriate level for decisions, 
makes decisions where appropriate, and oversees the implementation of decisions throughout the 
executive departments. 
 It is helpful to view policy at five interrelated levels: conceptualization, articulation, budgeting, 
implementation, and post-implementation analysis and feedback. Conceptualization involves the 
intellectual task of policy development, such as a presidential directive. Articulation is the public 
declaration of policy that the president or subordinates make. It is critical in a democracy in order 
to engage public support. 
 Budgeting involves testimony and the give and take before Congress and its various committees 
to justify policy goals and to request funding. Implementation is the programmed application 
of resources in the field in order to achieve the policy objectives. Post-implementation analysis 
and feedback is a continuous effort to assess the effectiveness of policy and to make appropriate 
adjustments. It is conducted by all the agencies in the field. The General Accounting Office of the 
Congress makes extensive evaluations of the effectiveness of policy implementation. Congressional 
hearings and visits in the field by congressional delegations and staffers also make evaluations that 
help refine policy. 

The ideal system (see Figure 4) would have perfect goal setting, complete and accurate 
intelligence, comprehensive analysis and selection of the best options, clear articulation of policy 
and its rationale, effective execution, thorough and continuous assessment of the effects, and 
perfect learning from experience and the ability to recall relevant experience and information. 

Goal Setting

Options

Intelligence

Plans, Programs, Decisions

Declaratory Policy

Execution

Monitorin
Appraisal

Memory 
Storage 

and 
Recall

Figure 4. Ideal Foreign Policy Process.16

Such perfection is impossible. The reality is shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Policy in Practice.17

 Effective policy requires control, resources, and a system of accountability. The most compelling 
challenge for the executive is to retain policy control. Since presidents do not have the time or 
expertise to oversee policymaking in detail (though Jimmy Carter tried), they delegate responsibility. 
But “nobody is in charge” is an often-heard refrain of the interagency process. By delegating 
responsibility, control becomes more diffused and the policy effort diluted. Moreover, the quest for 
resources brings in another stakeholder. Congress has the constitutional responsibility to scrutinize 
policy initiatives and vote monies for foreign affairs and national defense. By then, a literal Pandora’s 
box of players and expectations is opened. The numerous congressional committees and their staffs 
have enormous impact on national security and foreign policy. 
 The president begins to mobilize his government immediately upon election. A transition team 
works closely with the outgoing administration for the purpose of continuity. He begins nominating 
his cabinet, which must then be confirmed by the Senate. Some 6,000 presidential level appointees 
will fill the sub-cabinet positions, staff the White House and the NSC, take up ambassadorships 
(serving ambassadors traditionally submit their resignation when the occupant of the White House 
changes), as well as second, third, and fourth level positions in the executive departments. The 
purpose of these nominations is to gain control and establish accountability to the president and his 
agenda. In his first administration, President William Clinton faced serious difficulties because he 
never finished staffing his government. 
 Thus there is a high turnover and the injection of new talent, at times inexperienced and equipped 
with new predispositions about national security, at the top echelons of American government 
every time the part that controls the White House changes. Continuity of government resides in the 
nonpartisan professionals (neutral competence) of the federal civil service, the diplomatic service, 

TASK CONSTRAINTS 

Goal Setting National interests are subject to competing claims; goals established 
through political struggle 

Intelligence Always incomplete, susceptible to overload, delays and distortions 
caused by biases and ambiguity in interpretation 

Option Formulation Limited search for options, comparisons made in general terms 
according to predispositions rather than cost-benefit analysis 

Plans, Programs, and Decisions Choices made in accordance with prevailing mind sets, influenced 
by groupthink and political compromise 

Declaratory Policy Multiple voices, contradictions and confusion, self-serving concern 
for personal image and feeding the appetite of the media 

Execution Breakdowns in communication, fuzzy lines of authority, 
organizational parochialism, bureaucratic politics, delays 

Monitoring and Appraisal Gaps, vague standards, rigidities in adaptation, feedback failures 

Memory Storage and Recall Spotty and unreliable, selective learning and application of lessons 
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the military, and the intelligence community. The transition to a new administration is a period 
of great anticipation about the direction of policy. Consequently, the entire interagency produces 
transition papers to assist and inform the newcomers, and to also protect the institutional interests 
of the various departments from unfriendly encroachment. 
 The first months of a new administration are a period of learning. Newly appointed people must 
familiarize themselves with the structure and process of policymaking. This necessity invariably 
leads to a trial-and-error atmosphere. In anticipation of the passing of the mantle, think tanks and the 
foreign policy and defense communities prepare for the transition by writing papers recommending 
the rationale for policy. These will inform the new administration about the central commitments of 
U.S. policy and provide opportunities for departments and agencies to define institutional turf and 
stake a claim to resources. The administration itself will also mandate policy reviews that eventually 
produce new guidance for policy. 
 Making speeches and declaring policy and doctrines is another way for the president to mobilize 
the government. The State of the Union message is one of the preeminent sources of presidential 
activism that engages the interagency. The congressionally mandated National Security Strategy 
(NSS) document, which bears the president‘s signature and is supposed to be produced annually, 
is eagerly awaited, though not with equal intensity across departments, as an indicator of an 
administration‘s direction in national security and foreign policy. 
 The NSS is eagerly awaited for another reason; it is the best example of “purposeful adaptation” 
by the American government to changing global realities and responsibilities. It expresses strategic 
vision, what the United States stands for in the world, its priorities, and a sensing of how the 
instruments of national power, the diplomatic, economic, and military will be arrayed. Since it is 
truly an interagency product, the NSS also serves to discipline the interagency system to understand 
the president’s agenda and priorities and to develop a common language that gives coherence to 
policy. It is also more than a strategic document. It is political because it is designed to enhance 
presidential authority in order to mobilize the nation. Finally, the NSS tends to document rather 
than drive policy initiatives. This is especially true in election years. 
 The first NSS in 1987 focused on the Soviet threat. The Bush administration expanded it by 
including more regional strategies, economic policy, arms control, and transnational issues and the 
environment. The Clinton document of 1994 proposed “engagement and enlargement,” promoting 
democracy, economic prosperity, and security through strength. The 1995 version added criteria 
on when and how military forces would be used. By 1997, the integrating concepts of “shape,” 
“prepare,” and “respond” for the national military strategy came into prominence. To the core 
objectives of enhancing security, and promoting prosperity and democracy, were added fighting 
terrorism, international crime and drug trafficking, along with managing the international financial 
crisis. Homeland defense against the threat of mass casualty attacks and regional strategies completed 
the agenda. 
 Another instrument is the presidential national security directives process. Administrations have 
titled these documents differently, and they have produced them in greater or lesser quantity. The 
two Clinton administrations produced at least 73 Presidential Decision Directives and the George W. 
Bush administration issued 44 National Security Presidential Directives by December 2005. Other 
administrations’ totals and titles are as follows: George H. W. Bush 79 National Security Decision 
Directives, Reagan 325 National Security Decision Memoranda, Carter 63 Presidential Directives, 
Nixon-Ford 348 National Security Decision Memoranda and Kennedy-Johnson 372 National 
Security Action Memoranda. Each administration will try to put its own stamp on national security 
and foreign policy, though there is great continuity with previous administrations. Whereas Reagan 
emphasized restoring the preeminence of American military power and rolling back the “evil empire,” 
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Clinton focused on strengthening the American economy, open trade, democratization, conflict 
resolution, humanitarian assistance, fighting drug trafficking and consumption, counterterrorism 
and non-proliferation. September 11, 2001, imposed a national defense priority on the George W. 
Bush administration. In response, the Bush administration—in addition to the NSPDs mentioned 
above—created a new category of Homeland Security Presidential Directives (HSPD). Some 
policy documents serve jointly as NSPDs and HSPDs. For example, NSPD 43 on Domestic Nuclear 
Detection is also HSPD 14.18

 Presidential national security directives are macro level documents, often classified, that take 
much deliberate planning to develop. They result from intensive interaction among the agencies. 
The process begins with a presidential directive to review policy that tasks the relevant agencies to 
develop a new policy based on broad guidance. For example, Clinton’s PDD 14 for counternarcotics 
emphasized greater balance between supply and demand strategies. Because of the many constraints 
placed on the use of economic and military assistance to fight the “war on drugs” and to help 
Colombia, PDD 14 evolved into the Colombia-specific PDD 73. This, in turn, was superseded in 
the Bush administration by NSPD 18, which, thanks to September 11, 2001, and the terrorism in 
Colombia, went further and provided support for both counter-narcotics and counterterrorism 
activities in Colombia. The evolution of these policy documents over nearly ten years nurtured 
the growth of significant institutional memory in the interagency with respect to the Colombian 
conflict. 
 The learning went both ways because Colombian officials had to adapt to the Washington 
policy process. Because of the global reach of American power and influence, such adaptation is 
becoming more common. Clinton’s celebrated PDD 25 set down an elaborate set of guidelines for 
U.S. involvement in peace operations. It became so effective as a planning device that the United 
Nations adopted it in modified form for planning its own peace operations, an excellent example 
of the international transfer of American purposeful adaptation. Other nations also used the 
terminology and organizing principles for their strategic and operational planning in multilateral 
peacekeeping. 
 Another instructive example is the Latin American policy PDD 21. Effective on December 27, 
1993, it emphasized democracy promotion and free trade. It was addressed to more than twenty 
departments and agencies: Vice President, Secretary of State, Secretary of the Treasury, Secretary 
of Defense, Attorney General, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of Labor, Director of the Office 
of Management and Budget, U.S. Trade Representative, Representative of the United States to the 
United Nations, Chief of Staff to the President, Assistant to the President for National Security 
Affairs, Director of Central Intelligence, Chair of the Council of Economic Advisors, Assistant to the 
President for National Economic Policy, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Administrator of the 
Agency for International Development, Director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, 
Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, and Director of the U.S. Information 
Agency. 
 The point of listing departments and agencies is to identify the interagency stakeholders in 
regional policy, though the size of the stake will vary greatly among them according to the particular 
issue. The stakeholders are related by functional interdependence; they have different resources, 
personnel, and expertise that must be integrated for policy to be effective. It is an iron rule of the 
interagency that no national security or international affairs issue can be resolved by one agency alone. 
For example, the DoD needs the diplomatic process that the Department of State masters in order 
to deploy forces abroad, build coalitions, negotiate solutions to conflict, conduct non-combatant 
evacuations (NEO) of American citizens caught in difficult circumstances abroad, and administer 
security assistance. The Department of State in turn depends on the logistical capabilities of the 
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DoD to deploy personnel and materials abroad during crises, conduct coercive diplomacy, support 
military-to-military contacts, and give substance to alliances and defense relationships. The Office 
of National Drug Control Policy, a new cabinet level position, must rely on a range of agencies to 
reduce the supply abroad and consumption of drugs at home. Finally, all require intelligence input 
to make sound decisions. 
 These patterns of functional interdependence, whereby departments stayed within their 
jurisdictions, began to fray in the George W. Bush administration. Press reports in the spring of 
2003 focused on the Bush “policy team at war with itself.”19 Accordingly, there was a “tectonic 
shift” of decision making power from the Department of State to Defense because of the strong 
personalities and neo-conservative ideology of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and 
subordinates, principally Deputy Secretary Paul Wolfowitz. Such a shift is unnatural and will 
likely correct itself in the future. But the prospect of the DoD dominating foreign policy raised 
concerns about the effectiveness of policy and the standing of the United States in the world. 
The inattention to functional interdependence was a contributing factor to the ineffectiveness of 
postwar reconstruction planning for Iraq in 2003.20 In October of 2003 President Bush attempted 
to improve the Iraq reconstruction effort by placing his National Security Advisor, Condoleezza 
Rice, in charge. The correction allegedly upset Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld. Earlier in the 
year the President had (via NSPD 24) given authority over the Iraq reconstruction to the Defense 
Department.21 

 The problems associated with post-conflict reconstruction in Iraq led to an upsurge of 
recommendations on how to improve the system for the future. For example, the House of 
Representatives and the Senate proposed the “Winning the Peace Act of 2003,” which would 
create within the Department of State a permanent office to provide support to the new position of 
Coordinator of Reconstruction and Stabilization. A comprehensive study published in November 
2003 by Hans Binnendijk and Stuart Johnson of the National Defense University advocated 
major focus on transforming military institutions to perform “stabilization and reconstruction” 
operations. It also recommended harnessing interagency capabilities via the creation of a rapidly 
deployable National Interagency Contingency Coordinating Group to meet the need of a national 
level group to plan and coordinate post-conflict operations.22 At this juncture it is important to note 
that in July 2004 the Office of Coordinator of Reconstruction and Stabilization took form in the 
Department of State under the leadership of Ambassador Carlos Pascual. Yet, one year later the 
office was still understaffed and under budget, an example of an unfunded mandate. The Congress, 
which legislated the office and is a stakeholder in national security, by July 2005 had not provided 
sufficient funding for the Office to do its job properly.23 By December 2005, as detailed later in this 
chapter, a new National Security Presidential Directive (44) would give the Department of State the 
responsibility to manage interagency efforts to conduct reconstruction and stabilization.
 Ideally in response to the promulgation of a presidential directive all agencies will energize 
their staffs and develop the elements that shape the policy programs. But this takes time and 
seldom creates optimum results, in part because of competing priorities on policymakers, limited 
time, constrained resources, and congressional input. For example, the Haiti crisis of 1992-94 and 
congressional passage of the North America Free Trade Act consumed most of the energy of the 
Clinton administration’s NSC staff and the Bureau of Inter-American Affairs of the Department of 
State during 1993-94 to the detriment of other Latin American policy. The Central American crisis 
of the 1980s also crowded out the broader agenda for Latin American policy. 
 In theory, once the policy elements are put together, they are costed out and submitted to Congress 
for approval and funding, without which policy is merely words of hopeful expectation. The reality, 
however, is that a presidential directive is not a permanent guide to the actions of agencies. Rarely is 
it fully implemented. The culture of the various executive departments will modify how directives 
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are interpreted. For example, for the military oriented Defense Department, a directive is an order to 
be carried out. For State, a directive may be interpreted as the general direction a policy should take. 
Presidential policy can be overtaken by new priorities, new administrations, and by the departure of 
senior officials who had the stakes, the personal relationships, know how, and institutional memory 
to make it work. A senior NSC staffer, Navy Captain Joseph Bouchard, Director of Defense Policy 
and Arms Control, remarked in 1999 that one could not be sure about whether a directive from a 
previous administration was still in force because the government does not maintain a consolidated 
list of these documents for security reasons. Moreover, directives and other presidential documents 
are removed to presidential libraries and the National Archives when administrations change. A 
senior Defense Department official stated that directives are rarely referred to after they are final, 
are usually overtaken by events soon after publication, and are rarely updated. In this respect the 
interagency evaluation of PDD 56’s effectiveness, published in May 1997, is instructive: “PDD 56 no 
longer has senior level ownership. The Assistant Secretaries, Deputy Assistant Secretaries, and the 
NSC officials who initiated the document have moved on to new positions.”24 The loss of institutional 
memory is not necessarily fatal. The permanent government retains much of the wisdom for the 
continuity of policy. That wisdom is always available to an administration. It must learn how to tap 
it.

PDD 56: Ephemeral or Purposeful Adaptation? 

 It is useful to examine PDD 56 as an example of an interagency product and as a tool intended to 
influence the very process itself. Directives normally deal with the external world of foreign policy 
and national security. PDD 56 was radically different, for it went beyond that and attempted to 
generate a cultural revolution in the way the U.S. Government prepares and organizes to deal with 
these issues. PDD 56, The Clinton Administration’s Policy on Managing Complex Contingency 
Operations, was perhaps the mother of all modern Directives. It is a superb example of codifying 
lessons of “purposeful adaptation” after fitful efforts by American civilian and military officials in 
the aftermath of problematic interventions in Panama (1989-90), Somalia (1992-94), and Haiti (1994-
95).25 The intent was to institutionalize interagency coordination mechanisms and planning tools 
to achieve U.S. Government unity of effort in complex contingency operations and in post-conflict 
reconstruction. It tried to institutionalize five mechanisms and planning tools: 

• An Executive Committee chaired by the Deputies Committee (Assistant Secretaries) 
• An integrated, interagency Political-Military Implementation Plan 
• Interagency Rehearsal 
• Interagency After-Action Review 
• Training. 

 The philosophy behind the document was that interagency planning could make or break an 
operation. Moreover, early involvement in planning could accelerate contributions from civilian 
agencies that are often excluded from or are culturally averse to strategic and operational planning. 
An excellent Handbook for Interagency Management of Complex Contingency Operations issued 
in August 1998, contains in easily digestible form much wisdom about how to do it right. PDD 56 
was applied extensively and adapted to new contingencies, such as Eastern Slavonia (1995-98), 
Bosnia from 1995, Hurricane Mitch in Central America, the Ethiopia-Eritrea conflict since 1998, and 
the Kosovo contingency of 1998-99. The March 1999 review commented: “PDD 56 is intended to be 
applied as an integrated package of complementary mechanisms and tools . . . since its issuance in 
1997, PDD 56 has not been applied as intended. Three major issues must be addressed to improve 
the utility of PDD 56.” It recommended: 
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• Greater authority and leadership to promote PDD 56 
• More flexible and less detailed political-military planning 
• Dedicated training resources and greater outreach. 

 Reflected in the three recommendations were the recurring problems of the interagency: the need 
for decisive authority (“nobody’s in charge”), contrasting approaches and institutional cultures 
(particularly diplomatic versus military) with respect to planning, and the lack of incentives across 
the government to create professionals expert in interagency work. PDD 56 was a noble effort to 
promote greater effectiveness. It may bear fruit if its philosophy of integrated planning and outreach 
to the interagency takes root. In late 1999 the PDD 56 planning requirement was embedded as 
an annex to contingency plans. Bush’s February 2001 NSPD1 tried to provide some life support 
to PDD56 by stating: “The oversight of ongoing operations assigned in PDD/NSC-56 . . . will be 
performed by the appropriate . . . PCCs, which may create subordinate working groups to provide 
coordination for ongoing operations.” The failures in post-conflict planning and reconstruction 
for Iraq in 2003 underlined the importance of taking PDD-56 seriously. Fortunately, as mentioned 
above, there are enough people in government who retain the expertise and who can be tapped as 
necessary. Much of the wisdom contained in PDD56 and its Handbook is invaluable in the business 
of post-conflict reconstruction and stabilization.

As the result of the purposeful adaptation engendered by the mistakes made in the reconstruction 
and stabilization of Iraq, the Bush Administration promulgated National Security Presidential 
Directive 44, on December 7, 2005: “Management of Interagency Efforts Concerning Reconstruction 
and Stabilization.” It speaks eloquently of the need for a coordinated U.S. government effort 
for harmonizing interagency responses across the spectrum of conflict: complex contingencies, 
peacekeeping, failed and failing states, political transitions, and other military interventions. NSPD 
44 states: 

The Secretary of State shall coordinate and lead integrated United States Government efforts, involving all 
U.S. Departments and Agencies with relevant capabilities, to prepare, plan for, and conduct stabilization and 
reconstruction activities. The Secretary of State shall coordinate such efforts with the Secretary of Defense to 
ensure harmonization with any planned or ongoing U.S. military operations across the spectrum of conflict. 
Support relationships among elements of the United States Government will depend on the particular situation 
being addressed.26

 The document closes with the statement: “This directive supersedes Presidential Decision 
Directive/NSC 56, May 20, 1997, ‘Managing Complex Contingency Operations.’” It may supersede 
but it cannot erase from collective and personal memory banks the excellent and very useful 
ideas contained in PDD 56. Such a concept would threaten the notion of purposeful adaptation. 
A companion to NSPD 44 is the Department of Defense Directive 3000.05 “Military Support for 
Stability, Security, Transition, and Reconstruction (SSTR) Operations,” promulgated in late 2005.

The Operational Level of the Interagency Process: Ambassador, Country Team, and Combatant 
Commanders. 

 To this point we have discussed the national strategic level of the interagency process, that 
is, what occurs in Washington. Actually, the interagency process spans three levels: the national 
strategic, the operational, and the tactical. In the field, policy is implemented by ambassadors and 
their country teams, often working with the regional combatant commanders (COCOMs) if the issue 
is principally security or political-military in nature. Ambassadors and combatant commanders are 
not only implementers, they frequently shape policy via their reporting to Washington through 
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a continuous flow of cables, after action reports, and proposals for new policy initiatives, as well 
as direct consultations in Washington with senior officials and members of Congress. They also 
comment on how to shape policy initiatives that originate from Washington. 

There is a permanent conversation between the embassy and the respective regional bureau in 
Washington, which includes a broad distribution of the cable traffic to such agencies as the White 
House, the Defense Department, the regional combatant command, Department of Treasury, 
Commerce, the Joint Staff, the intelligence community, as well as other organizations, such as the 
Coast Guard, when there is a “need to know.” The “need to know” almost always includes other 
embassies in the region, or major embassies in other regions, and even at times, for example, the 
American Embassy to the Vatican. The ambassador and combatant commander often conduct 
one-on-one meetings over the multiplicity of security issues. 
 The embassy country team is a miniature replica of the Washington interagency system. In the 
country team the rubber proverbially meets the road of interagency implementation. Ambassadors 
and COCOMs rely on each other to promote policies that will enhance American interests in a 
country and region. COCOMs have large staffs and awesome resources compared to the small staffs 
and resources of ambassadors. Moreover their functions are different. The ambassador cultivates 
ties and is a conduit for bilateral communications through the art of diplomatic discourse. He or 
she promotes understanding of U.S. foreign policy, promotes American culture and business, 
and is responsible for American citizens in that country. The ambassador is the personal emissary 
of the President, who signs the ambassador’s formal letter of instruction. The letter charges the 
ambassador “to exercise full responsibility for the direction, coordination, and supervision of all 
executive branch officers in (name of country), except for personnel under the command of a U.S. 
area military commander . . .” There is enough ambiguity in the mandate to require both ambassador 
and COCOM to use common sense and, in a non-bureaucratic way, work out issues of command 
and control over U.S. military personnel in the country. In effect control is shared, the ambassador 
having policy control and the COCOM control over day-to-day military operations. Thus it is 
prudent that both work closely together to ensure that military operations meet the objectives of 
U.S. policy. 
 This is particularly the case in military operations other than war. Before and during non-
combatant evacuations, peace operations, exercises, disaster relief and humanitarian assistance, such 
cooperation will be imperative because of the different mixes of diplomacy, force, and preparation 
required. A successful U.S. policy effort requires a carefully calibrated combination of diplomatic and 
military pressure, with economic inducements added. The security assistance officer at the embassy 
(Often the commander of the military advisory group) can facilitate communication and bridge the 
policy and operational distance between the ambassador and the COCOM. So can State’s Political 
Advisor to the COCOM, a senior ranking foreign service officer whose function is to provide the 
diplomatic and foreign policy perspective on military operations.27 The personal and professional 
relationship between the Foreign Policy Advisor (formerly called the Political Advisor) and the 
COCOM is the key to success. 
 The COCOM represents the coercive capacity of American power through a chain of command 
that goes to the president. He and his sizable staff oversee the operational tempo, deployments, 
readiness, exercises, and training of divisions, brigades, fleets, and air wings–resources, language, 
and culture that are the opposite of the art of diplomacy. Since all military activities have diplomatic 
impact, it is prudent that both work harmoniously to achieve common purpose. Ambassador and 
Commander interests intersect at the Military Assistance Advisory Group (also called Military 
Advisory Group, Military Liaison Office, and Office of Defense Coordination ) level. The commander 
of the MAAG, which is an important arm of the country team since it provides training and military 
equipment to the host country, works for both the ambassador and the COCOM. 
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 In the spectrum from peace to crisis to war the ambassador will tend to dominate decisions at the 
lower end of the spectrum. As the environment transitions to war the Commander assumes greater 
authority and influence. Haiti 1994 is an excellent example of how the handoff from ambassador to 
COCOM takes place. The American ambassador in Port-au-Prince, William Swing, was in charge 
of U.S. policy until General Hugh Shelton and the U.S. military forces arrived in September of that 
year. Once the military phase was completed, policy control reverted to Swing, thus restoring the 
normal pattern of military subordination to civilian authority. In the gray area of military operations 
other than war or in what is called an “immature” military theater, such as Latin America, disputes 
can arise between ambassadors and COCOMs about jurisdiction over U.S. military personnel in the 
country. The most illustrative was in 1994 between the Commander in Chief of the U.S. Southern 
Command, General Barry McCaffrey, and the U.S. Ambassadors to Bolivia, Charles R. Bowers, and 
Colombia, Morris D. Busby. The dispute had to be adjudicated in Washington by the Secretaries of 
State and Defense.28 Elevating a dispute to such a level is something the system would rather not 
do. The fact is that ambassador and COCOM must work closely together to coordinate U.S. military 
activities. Another distinction: COCOMs have regional perspectives, strategies, and programs while 
ambassadors are focused on advancing the interests of the United States in one country. 
 An important step forward in synchronizing interagency activities at the theater level has been 
the creation of the Joint Interagency Coordination Groups. These are literally interagency cells 
located at the combatant commands and staffed by personnel from across the government. Though 
in their infancy and not endowed with policy making authority, these groups offer the foundation 
for greater strategic and operational integration in the future.

The Continuing Challenges in the Interagency Process. 

 The tensions generated by cultural differences and jealousy over turf will always be part of 
the interagency process. The diplomatic and the military cultures dominate the national security 
system, though there are other cultures and even subcultures, within the dominant cultures. The 
former uses words to solve problems while the latter uses precise doses of force. Cultural differences 
are large but communicating across them is possible.29 Figure 6 compares the cultures of military 
officers and diplomats. 
 The principal problem of interagency decision making is lack of decisive authority; there is no one in 
charge. As long as personalities are involved who work well together and have leadership support 
in the NSC, interagency efforts will prosper, but such congruence is not predictable. The world 
situation does not wait for the proper alignment of the planets in Washington. There is too much 
diffusion of policy control. It is time to implement an NSC-centric national security system, with 
appropriate adjustments that align budget authority with policy responsibility. It would consolidate 
in the NSC the functions now performed by the Policy Planning Staff at State and the strategic 
planning done at Defense. Such reorganization recognizes the reality that the White House is where 
an integrated approach to national security planning must take place. 
 Asymmetries in resources are another impediment. The Department of State, which has the 
responsibility to conduct foreign affairs, is a veritable pauper. Its diplomats may have the best 
words in town, in terms of speaking and writing skills, and superb knowledge of foreign countries 
and foreign affairs, but it is a very small organization that has been getting smaller budge allocations 
from Congress. The corps of foreign service officers equates in number to about an Army brigade. 
The Department of State’s technology is primitive and officer professional development of the
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Military Officers  Foreign Service Officers

Mission: prepare for and fight war  Mission: conduct diplomacy 

Training a major activity, important for units and Training not a significant activity. Not important for either units or
individuals individuals 

Extensive training for episodic, undesired events, to think Little formal training, learning by experience in doing desired 
the unthinkable activities (negotiating, reporting) 

Uncomfortable with ambiguity  Can deal with ambiguity 

Plans and planning—both general and detailed—are Plan in general terms to achieve objectives but value flexibility and
important core activities innovation 

Doctrine: important  Doctrine: not important 

Focused on military element of foreign policy Focused on all aspects of foreign policy 

Focused on discrete events and activities with plans, Focused on ongoing processes without expectation of an “endstate”
objectives, courses of action, endstates

Infrequent real-world contact with opponents or partners Day-to-day real-world contact with partners and opponents in active
in active warfighting diplomacy 

Officer corps commands significant numbers of NCOs Officers supervise only other officers in core (political and economic)
and enlisted personnel activities 

NCOs and enlisted personnel perform many core functions Only officers engage in core activity (diplomacy)
(warfighting) 

Leadership: career professional military officers Leadership: a mix of politicians, academics, policy wonks, and career 
(with the military services and in operations) Foreign Service professionals at headquarters and in field

All aspects of peace operations, including civilian/ All aspects of peace operations, including military, becoming more
diplomatic, becoming more important  important

Writing and written word less important, physical actions Writing and written word very important. Used extensively in conduct
more important of diplomacy 

Teamwork and management skills are rewarded, Individual achievement and innovative ideas rewarded, interpersonal
interpersonal skills important internally skills important externally 

Understand “humma-humma” and “deconflict” Understand “demarche” and “nonpaper” 

Accustomed to large resources, manpower, equipment, Focus meager resources on essential needs 
and money

Figure 6. Comparing Military Officers and Foreign Service Officers.3

kind that the military does is not promoted. Moreover, unlike the military, State lacks a strong 
domestic constituency of support. The military has more money to conduct diplomacy than does 
State. Secretary of State Colin Powell began to improve the Department’s budget. But the inability 
to hire personnel, because of previous budgetary constraints, effected hundreds of positions in the 
middle ranks of the diplomatic service. It will take decades of adequate funding to grow the foreign 
service officers to fill authorizations at the appropriate grade.
 The resource barons, those with people, money, technical expertise, and equipment reside in DoD 
and the military services. Consequently, the military, especially the Army, is constantly being asked 
to provide resources out of hide for nation-building purposes, for example in Haiti and Panama. It 
is tempting to reach out to it because it is the only institution with an expeditionary capability, and 
fungible resources and expertise. It can get there quickly, show the flag, bring significant resources 
to bear, stabilize a situation, and create an environment secure enough for other agencies to operate. 
On a much smaller scale the Agency for International Development is a baron, because it has money 
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and technical expertise to promote development and institution building. Other baronies exist, such 
as intelligence, Department of Justice, Commerce, and the Office of National Drug Control Policy. 
 Finally, the personnel systems of the various agencies of the U.S. Government do not promote 
professionalization and rewards in interagency jobs. What is needed is a systematic effort to develop 
civilian and military cadres that are experts in interagency policy coordination, integration, and 
operations. Some of this takes place. Military officers are assigned to various departments. For 
example, until 2002, 35 officers from all military services worked in the regional and functional 
bureaus of the Department of State. Senior diplomats (some of ambassadorial rank) are also 
allocated to military and civilian agencies, such as Foreign Policy Advisors at the regional unified 
commands, to the Special Operations Command, to peacekeeping and humanitarian missions, to 
various key positions in the Pentagon, and to the war colleges. These programs must be expanded. 
Unfortunately, the opposite was occurring in 2003. In order to convert military personnel slots to 
warfighting positions, the DoD recalled most of its officers from the civilian agencies, to include 
the State Department, which in turn reduced to 30 the number of diplomats posted to military 
organizations. An important element for interagency integration and harmony was weakened. 
 Moreover, there ought to be incentives for national security professionalism, as there are for joint 
duty in the military. For civilian agencies, something akin to the Goldwater-Nichols Act is needed 
to encourage interagency service, to include the Department of State. Promotions should be based 
not only on performance at Foggy Bottom and in Embassies abroad, but on mandatory interagency 
tours as well. Similarly professional development incentives should apply to civil servants that 
work in the national security arena.31

 Admittedly, mandatory interagency tours would require significant changes in personnel 
systems and career tracking. The Report of the National Defense Panel of 1997, Transforming 
Defense:	National	Security	in	the	Twenty-first	Century, recommended creating “an interagency cadre 
of professionals, including civilian and military officers, whose purpose would be to staff key 
positions in the national security structures.”32 This would build on the jointness envisioned by 
the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act. The Report also recommended a national security curriculum 
for a mix of civilian, military, and foreign students. The Defense Leadership and Management 
Program of the DoD, a Master’s level initiative in national security studies for civilian personnel, is 
an important step in this direction. The Department of State, under Colin Powell’s guidance, began 
to invest in educating its personnel in strategic planning. Accordingly, the Department published 
The Department of State and Agency for International Development Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2004 to 
2009. The document sets forth directions and priorities and supports policy positions enunciated 
in the President’s National Security Strategy. This is potentially an intellectual breakthrough for 
strategic integration. Also, more State Department personnel were allowed to participate in War 
College courses, thereby adding to the opportunities for mutual learning and strategic integration 
in the professional development of civilian and military leaders. In early 2005 there was serious 
discussion among senior Pentagon officials about creating a national security career path. At State, 
diplomats were now required to have interagency tours for advancement.

Implications for the Military Professional. 

 There are critical implications for the military warrior. The nature of future warfare is likely 
to be more military operations other than war, requiring more mobile, flexible light forces. Future 
war will also require a more intellectual military officer, one who understands the imperative of 
working with the panoply of civilian agencies, non-government organizations, the national and 
international media, and foreign armed forces. It is a commonplace of strategy that American forces 
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will rarely fight alone again; they will do so in coalition. Thus, the strategic Clausewitzian trinity 
of the people, the armed forces, and the government now encompasses the global community. The 
implications are clear; the military officer will have to develop greater diplomatic and negotiating 
skills, greater understanding of international affairs, capability in foreign languages, and more than 
a passing acquaintance with economics. 
 Moreover, the warrior will likely work with civilian counterparts across a spectrum of activities 
short of war. These include: strategic planning and budgeting, humanitarian assistance, peace 
operations, counter narcotics, counterterrorism, security assistance, environmental security, 
human rights, democratization, civil-military relations, arms control, intelligence, war planning 
and termination strategy, command and control of forces, continuity of government, post-conflict 
reconstruction, technology transfer, crisis management, overseas basing, alliances, non-combatant 
evacuations, and homeland defense. 
 Therefore, the future officer will also need greater appreciation of the institutional diversity 
and complexity of government, because of the need to advise a diverse audience of civilians on 
the utility of military power in complex contingencies that are neither peace nor war as Americans 
are accustomed to think of them. He or she will have to work in tandem with civilian agencies and 
non-government organizations unaccustomed to command systems and deliberate planning, and 
that often do not understand the limits of military power.33 Lastly, instruction on the interagency 
system and process should be mandatory for civilians and military alike. Such education must 
have a sound theoretical foundation in national security decision making, strategic planning, and 
organizational behavior, expanded by sophisticated case studies of relevant historical experiences. 
Because the United States will be heavily engaged in the spectrum of activities entitled humanitarian 
intervention, stabilization and reconstruction, and the transformation of societies, the curriculum 
of senior service colleges must emphasize the strategic integration of the instruments of national 
power to a much greater degree than they have in the past.
 What attributes should the military officer bring? Above all, holistic thinking—the ability to 
think in terms of all the instruments of national power and respect for the functions and cultures of 
diverse departments and agencies. Communication skills are paramount. The effective interagency 
player writes and speaks well. He or she will be bilingual, able to function in military as well 
as civilian English. Bureaucratic jargon is the enemy of interagency communication. The military 
briefing, though an excellent vehicle for quickly transmitting a lot of information in formatted 
style, is not acceptable. One must be less conscious of rank because ranks will vary among the 
representative around a table. Someone of lower rank may be in charge of a meeting. A sense of 
humor, patience, endurance, and tolerance for ambiguity and indecisiveness will help. The ability 
to “stay in your box” and articulate the perspective of your department will be respected, though 
the temptation to poach on other domains will be there. The ability to anticipate issues, to consider 
the second and third order effects from the national level down to the country team and theater 
levels, will be invaluable. Finally, the interagency requires diplomatic and negotiating skills, the 
ability to network, and mastery of the nuances of bureaucratic politics and language.34 

 The most evolved democracy in the world has the most cumbersome national security decision 
making process. Inefficiency is the price the founding fathers imposed for democratic accountability. 
But some of the inefficiency is the result of American strategic culture, with its multiplicity of 
players, plentiful but diffused resources and the penchant to throw resources at the problem, and 
the propensity to segment peace and diplomacy from war and military power. Frederick the Great 
cautioned: “Diplomacy without arms is music without instruments.” So did John F. Kennedy: 
“Diplomacy and defense are not substitutes for one another. Either alone would fail.”35 Major 
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structural changes must be made in the interagency system in order to harness human talent and 
resources intelligently. 
 Democracy is defined as a process of mutual learning and adaptation. Accordingly all institutions 
of government learn, adapt, and make appropriate changes. This is even more imperative for 
the national security agencies and personnel, where the stakes are high. The distempers in the 
interagency process evidenced in 2001-04 created new opportunities for learning and for adaptation. 
Fortunately, in time American democracy will make those adaptations. The question will be at what 
price and how quickly. 
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Figure 7. U.S. Departments and Agencies Involved in Foreign Affairs.
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CHAPTER 4

PDD-56: A GLASS HALF-FULL

John F. Troxell1

A lot of Defense Department folks wonder where the rest of the government is in this war. There is clearly a 
need for greater interagency collaboration.

    Secretary of Defense Robert Gates2

 
 In October 1993, the American people awoke to the morning broadcast of horrific scenes of 
the bodies of American service members being dragged through the streets of the far off city of 
Mogadishu. A failed effort on the part of an elite unit of Army Rangers to capture the Somali warlord 
Mohammed Farah Aidid resulted in urban carnage, leaving 18 American dead, 74 wounded, and 
perhaps as many as a thousand Somalis killed. The story has since been immortalized in the book 
and subsequent movie, Blackhawk Down. David Halberstam referred to this crisis as a “major league 
CNN-era disaster.”3 This debacle led President Clinton to announce to the nation that the effort in 
Somalia, after an initial reinforcement, would be completely withdrawn in 5 months. Two months 
after the disaster, Secretary of Defense Les Aspin left the administration. It has since been learned 
that the Somalia debacle also fed the appetite of Osama bin Laden to drive the United States from 
the Middle East. One positive outcome of the U.S. experience in Somalia, however, was that it 
challenged the interagency to reexamine its policymaking procedures.4 The eventual outcome of 
this effort was Presidential Decision Directive 56 (PDD-56) “The Clinton Administration’s Policy on 
Managing Complex Contingency Operations.”

Today, the United States once again finds itself enmeshed in a very difficult and increasingly 
unpopular effort to remake a nation that is awash in violence and political incompetence. A collective 
national groan seems to ask how did we get into this mess. Why haven’t we been able to apply 
our considerable resources in an efficient and effective manner to protect and further our national 
interests? The response to this growing frustration is similar as well, fix the interagency. There is 
wide recognition that stabilizing or reconstructing a nation (more about these terms later) requires 
the application of all of the elements of national power—diplomatic, informational, military, and 
economic. The key to a successful policy outcome is to orchestrate all of these elements in a coordinated 
plan, execute the myriad tasks effectively and efficiently, and then gracefully exit leaving behind 
a reasonably secure and functioning country. As a nation, we have been unsuccessful in pulling 
this all together, according to the common refrain, because the interagency is poorly organized 
and doesn’t know how to plan. The military element of power, on the other hand, has been fairly 
successful in deflecting attention from itself when it comes time to fix blame. The military complains 
of mission creep—“it’s not my job,” does an admittedly good job of reassessing the operation and 
capturing lessons learned, and then writes a new doctrinal manual addressing those lessons and 
declares itself ready for the next mission.

For strategic planners and thinkers two things should be clear from even a cursory review of 
the past 15 years. First, the strategic environment that the United States faces places a premium on 
our ability to succeed in a wide variety of operations that are down the intensity scale from state-
on-state conflict. That doesn’t mean that military conflict between nation states is obsolete, just 
that the probability is greatly diminished, and that real challengers to U.S. national interests will 
seek to avoid tangling with the overwhelming conventional military power of the United States. 
The second observation is that fixing the interagency along the lines proposed by PDD-56 only 
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addresses one half of the problem. As will be reviewed in detail later, PDD-56 and a host of follow-
on adjustments and initiatives has done a good job of focusing on the challenge of better planning. 
But better planning without the capacity or capability to execute the plan is fruitless. In fact, it might 
be better to have properly structured and trained capability, even in the absence of a coordinated 
plan, than to have a well coordinated plan in the absence of capability. 

As a nation we have been reluctant to adequately resource the capabilities needed to further our 
interests in the 21st century security environment. This chapter will argue that the predominant 
focus on improving the interagency writ large has been somewhat misplaced. The key to success 
in the future is resourcing the capabilities needed to address the challenges of nation building, and 
the shortest route to creating those capabilities is through the military, not the interagency. In many 
cases, the military is also the best alternative to lead these efforts. The United States has never been 
good at coordinating and applying all of the elements of national power in a synchronized fashion. 
General Albert Wedemeyer, author of the World War II victory plan, argued that, “Our failure to 
use political, economic and psychological means in coordination with military operations during 
the war also prolonged its duration and caused the loss of many more American lives.”5 Up to now 
we have been able to muddle through and avoid unrecoverable disasters. But we owe it to the fallen 
heroes of Blackhawk Down and to the service members and civilians on the front lines in Afghanistan 
and Iraq to be better prepared for the next stabilization and reconstruction mission.

Clarifying Terms.

Interagency coordination is important even in intense combat operations as General Wedemeyer 
noted above, but the primary concern of interagency operations is further down the spectrum of 
conflict scale. The terminology used to describe these operations is vast and ever changing. It has 
ranged from the broad categories of smaller scale contingencies, to military operations other than 
war, to post-conflict operations, to humanitarian interventions. More definitive definitions have 
included peace operations, the subject of the Army’s doctrinal response to Somalia, and more recently 
stability operations, which subsumed peace operations as one of its ten broad types.6 PDD-56 was 
directed at complex contingency operations defined as peace operations. The most recent policy 
pronouncements from the Bush administration include DoD Directive 3000.05, “Military Support 
for Stability, Security, Transition, and Reconstruction (SSTR) Operations,” and National Security 
Presidential Directive/NSPD-44, “Management of Interagency Efforts Concerning Reconstruction 
and Stabilization.” The DoD Directive defines SSTR as operations that “lead to sustainable peace 
while advancing U.S. interests.” But the document then goes on to almost exclusively discuss 
stability operations which are designed or established to “maintain order in States and regions.” 
NSPD-44 does not include a definition for reconstruction and stabilization.7 
 Thankfully, others have stepped in to clarify the definitional jumble. Colonel Bryan Watson, 
in a recent Carlisle Paper in Security Strategy, has offered the following definitions. Stabilization is 
defined as the effort to create a secure and stable environment and to provide basic human needs 
of the population. It is most closely linked to the immediate conclusion of major military operations 
and is partially aimed at preventing the conditions that could fuel a continuing insurgency. 
Reconstruction, on the other hand, represents a shift toward creating self-sustaining political and 
economic institutions that will ultimately permit competent self-government. Colonel Watson 
concludes that military capabilities under military control are more suited for stabilization, whereas 
reconstruction is more suited for civilian agencies, IGOs, and NGOs.8 
  The key point is that the challenging interagency operations that have received so much study 
and attention are those operations and crisis situations that require the blending together of both 
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military and traditional civilian capabilities and spheres of operations in the gap between conflict and 
peace. The military can win the wars, and humanitarian, relief and diplomatic entities can operate 
in the “neutral” or “humanitarian space” to further peaceful development and integration of nation 
states into the international community. But how should the government go about winning the 
peace? How do we successfully transition from stabilization to reconstruction? As Hans Binnendijk 
and Stuart Johnson have concluded in their study on stabilization and reconstruction operations, “no 
military solution is possible absent a political and economic solution, and the persistent conditions 
of insecurity prevent enduring, positive, political and economic development.”9 To be successful 
in the 21st century security environment, the U.S. Government must develop a framework and 
resource the needed capabilities to operate in this dangerous middle ground.  

Prelude to PDD-56.

 According to Michele Flournoy, the principal author of PDD-56, “one of the most powerful 
lessons learned during the 1993 operation in Somalia was that the absence of rigorous and sustained 
interagency planning and coordination can hamper the effectiveness, jeopardize success, and court 
disaster.”10 Somalia was not the first post-Cold War stabilization and reconstruction operation, and 
regime change did not begin with the Taliban or Saddam Hussein. In December 1989 the United 
States forcefully removed the regime of Manuel Noriega from Panama in the largely successful 
Operation JUST CAUSE. The follow-on stabilization phase, Operation PROMOTE LIBERTY, 
however, was another matter. Planning was incomplete and haphazard; there were insufficient 
civil affairs, engineers and military police for the rebuilding effort; and interagency cooperation 
was poor because many of the agencies were excluded from the DoD planning effort.11 Real scrutiny 
of the problems associated with operations in Panama may have been diverted by the focus on the 
Persian Gulf only 8 months later, or because of the absence of a “Blackhawk Down” type incident. 
The Clinton administration was not so fortunate, but his administration’s political misfortune led 
to a major institutional improvement in the conduct of interagency operations.12

 The after-action review (AAR) process associated with Somalia was intense and represented 
real bureaucratic battles in the interagency community and in DoD. The Army was largely 
successful in deflecting attention from its performance. The most critical lesson from the UNOSOM 
II peace enforcement mission and thus the real value-added from any corrective action, according 
to the Army, was the need to improve the interagency planning process. Besides, the Army was 
preparing to publish a new Field Manual, Peace Operations, that would obviously address any of its 
shortcomings.13 The Army’s view was largely accurate, and Flournoy, as the OSD lead, recognized 
it as well. Flournoy was intent on developing an integrated interagency planning process that 
would both help define the strategy and highlight policy disconnects for decision makers.14 The 
military was also keen on developing improved coordination procedures with the interagency and 
proceeded to take the lead in numerous developmental efforts. One of the most important initiatives 
at this time was the establishment of the U.S. Army Peace Keeping Institute. This small but highly 
effective body played a key role in the eventual development of the interagency planning process 
that became imbedded in PDD-56.
 The first post-Somalia test case was Haiti. Atlantic Command (USACOM) was responsible for 
planning Operation UPHOLD DEMOCRACY and along with DoD conducted extensive interagency 
coordination. USACOM’s Haiti Planning Group prepared a detailed “Interagency Checklist for 
Restoration of Essential Services.”15 The Haiti Executive Committee (ExCom) was established and 
developed the first ever interagency political-military plan (POL-MIL plan), which articulated the 
mission, and an interagency strategy. The primary players rehearsed the POL-MIL plan prior to 
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the launch of the U.S.-led multinational force.16 Additional interagency planning efforts included 
Southern Command, under General Clarke, who was very active in attempting to institutionalize 
interagency planning conferences; General Zinni, as the Commanding General, 1st Marine 
Expeditionary Force from 1994-1996, sponsored interagency planning exercises in the Pacific; and 
General Joulwan, SACEUR, sponsored the major IFOR rehearsal at Aachen, Germany, complete 
with the full range of interagency partners.
 One of the noted success stories of conducting a detailed interagency planning process complete 
with a POL-MIL plan was the U.S.-supported United Nations Transitional Administration for 
Eastern Slavonia (UNTAES). UNTAES was established on January 15, 1996, with a mandate to 
demilitarize the Eastern Slavonia region, including the city of Vukovar, which had been overrun 
by Serbian forces several years earlier. Under the leadership of Jacques Klein, a senior American 
Foreign Service Officer, UNTAES was able to demilitarize the region, monitor the safe return of 
refugees, and conduct local elections. The territory was peacefully returned to Croatian control in 
January 1998. The planning process outlined in the soon to be published PDD-56 was instrumental 
in the success of this operation.17 
 The final post-Somalia but pre-PDD-56 interagency planning effort that had an impact on 
the publication of PDD-56 was only considered but never executed. In the late spring and early 
summer of 1996, UN Secretary General Boutrous Boutrous-Ghali was pushing for the UN to 
conduct contingency planning in preparation for a peacekeeping mission to Burundi. The Tutsi/
Hutu conflict that had produced the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 was reappearing in neighboring 
Burundi. The Clinton administration, in contrast to its reluctance to get involved in Rwanda, was a 
strong supporter of this effort in the Security Council. A team of military and interagency leaders 
and planners was sequestered at the U.S. Army War College with the task of developing a POL-MIL 
plan for intervention in Burundi. The detailed planning effort revealed the extensive force package 
required to achieve a relatively uncertain outcome. The military balked, and the decision was 
made not to intervene.18 It was the detailed POL-MIL interagency planning process that generated 
consensus behind the no-go decision. 
 Concurrent with the last of these military/interagency planning efforts, the Joint Staff, not to 
be outdone by the Army’s publication of FM 100-23 and sensing a lack of guidance on the subject, 
published Joint Pub 3-08, Interagency Coordination During Joint Operations, in 1996. The document 
discussed interagency processes and players, outlined the principles for organizing interagency 
efforts, and the roles and responsibilities for JTFs. Although the publication was a welcome addition 
to the literature, it did not “adequately explain methods for interagency planning, coordination, 
and execution. Thus DoD and other agencies reiterated the need for policy guidance such as that 
found in PDD-56.”19

PDD-56.

 Arguably, the military was after three things in its efforts to transform the interagency process. 
Fundamentally, it wanted to infuse better planning in interagency operations, and thus it supported 
the adoption of the military planning process. Second, it clearly recognized the need for unity of 
effort. And finally, the military remained concerned about mission creep and wanted to delineate 
those tasks that should clearly be in the purview of other agencies. With the possible exception of 
the desire to avoid mission creep, all of these objectives made perfect sense and dovetailed with the 
needs of the interagency planning community. 
 PDD-56 was signed and published by the Clinton administration in May 1997. The stated intent of 
the directive was to define a specific planning process for managing complex contingency operations 
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and identify implementation mechanisms to be incorporated into the interagency process with 
the ultimate goal of achieving unity of effort among U.S. Government agencies and international 
organizations. The planning process and implementation mechanisms selected closely mirrored 
major military procedures and thus supports a claim that PDD-56 attempted to impose a military 
version of the planning process on the interagency. This is perfectly understandable given the fact 
that planning is a core competency of the military, and that few if any other government agencies 
have any specific operational planning experience. Consequently, the structure of the plan and the 
supporting activities enumerated in PDD-56 adopted the best practices of the military.
 Unity of effort was to be achieved by the appointment of an Executive Committee (ExCom) 
appointed by the Deputies Committee. The ExCom was responsible for the day-to-day management 
of U.S. participation in a complex contingency. The ExCom was to use an integrated interagency 
plan to identify critical issues, establish priorities, evaluate agency concepts of operations, and 
conduct after-action reviews.20

 The PDD required that a political-military implementation plan be developed. Commonly 
referred to as the POL-MIL plan, it was to be developed using the generic political-military scheme 
as a template. This template was modeled after the five paragraph military operations order and 
covers at a minimum: situation, assessment, national interests, mission statement, objectives, 
concept of operations and organization, various tasks, and participating agencies mission area 
plans.21 Unity of effort is a desired outcome of the pol-mil planning process. This planning process 
clearly supported two of the military’s most important principles of war. The first is objective: direct 
every operation towards a clearly defined, decisive, and attainable objective. The second is unity of 
command: for every objective, insure unity of effort under one responsible commander.22

 The next two elements of PDD-56 focused on two critical practices from the reinvigorated Army 
training regime at the National Training Centers and the Battle Command Training Program: 
rehearsals and after-action reviews (AAR). PDD-56 directed the Deputies Committee to rehearse 
the pol-mil plan. ExCom members presented the elements for which they are responsible to include 
all applicable supporting agency plans. After the conclusion of the operation the ExCom is also 
charged with conducting the AAR. This comprehensive assessment of interagency performance 
would include a review of interagency planning and coordination and problems in interagency 
execution. Appropriate lessons learned would be captured and disseminated throughout the 
interagency community to ensure future operations did not repeat the same mistakes.23

 The final provision directed the NSC to work with various educational institutions to develop 
an annual training program aimed at mid-level managers (Deputy Assistant Secretary level) to train 
them in the development and implementation of pol-mil plans. The intent was to create a cadre of 
trained professionals familiar with PDD-56’s integrated planning process, and thus able to improve 
the government’s ability to manage future operations.24

 As noted above, the military played a major role in the development of various aspects of the 
planning process outlined in PDD-56. Combining the fact that planning is a core competency of 
the military with the military’s focus on operational preparedness, made it only natural that best 
practices from the military would migrate into the interagency planning and implementation process. 
The military also formalized the inclusion of the POL-MIL plan in its plans and orders process. 
According to Joint Pub 3-08, “Interagency, Intergovernmental Organization, and Nongovernmental 
Organization Coordination During Joint Operations Vol. I,” dated 17 March 2006, “the commander 
will be guided by the interagency provisions of the POL-MIL plan, when provided, and will 
disseminate that guidance to the joint force in Annex V, the Interagency Coordination Annex of 
the combatant commander’s OPLAN.”25 Thus the Pentagon formally recognized the importance of 
including civilian agency requirements in the deliberate planning process.
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Interagency Planning Post-PDD 56.

Michele Flournoy in a recent evaluation of PDD-56 acknowledged that the directive had 
never been fully implemented although in those cases in which it was applied it generated useful 
planning processes and tools. She went on to say that, “the process produces more than just a 
set of documents: it allows key players to build working relationships, hammer out differences, 
identify potential inconsistencies and gaps, synchronize their actions, and better understand their 
roles.”26 The innovative aspects of PDD-56 made substantial progress in building institutional 
planning capacity, but pockets of resistance to interagency planning remain, reflecting both an anti-
planning bias on the part of some agencies and an underestimation of the effort needed to conduct 
a full-fledged planning effort.27 The lack of a “planning culture” outside the Department of Defense 
represents a significant challenge to institutionalizing a standard planning paradigm. According to 
the Beyond Goldwater-Nichols report from CSIS, “Whereas military officers are taught to see planning 
as critical to success in operations and trained in its finer points, this notion is largely foreign to 
other agencies like the departments of State and Treasury.”28 These civilian agencies also tend not to 
have dedicated planning staffs or expertise. 
 The Bush administration had originally decided to develop National Security Policy Directive 
(NSPD) XX to replace PDD-56 and initial reports indicated that it would propose some useful 
enhancements to the interagency planning process. NSPD XX was never issued, and according to 
Flournoy, in the case of Afghanistan there was no person or entity in charge of interagency planning 
and coordination.29 Douglas Feith, the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, expressed the view 
that the Afghanistan reconstruction effort had been mishandled by the State Department resulting 
in a dysfunctional division of authority between State and the Pentagon.30 

The Bush administration’s successor to PDD-56 was finally issued on December 7, 2005, as 
National Security Presidential Directive (NSPD) 44, “Management of Interagency Efforts Concerning 
Reconstruction and Stabilization.” The purpose of this directive is to “promote the security of the 
United States through improved coordination, planning, and implementation for reconstruction and 
stabilization” operations.31 It establishes a Policy Coordination Committee (PCC) for reconstruction 
and stabilization to oversee and help integrate all DoD and civilian contingency planning. It specifies 
that the State Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) should take the 
lead in integrating the efforts and capabilities of the interagency for reconstruction and stabilization 
purposes. S/CRS is also tasked with developing strategies and identifying states that may become 
unstable, a proactive and preventative approach not found in PDD-56. Finally, S/CRS is tasked 
with developing a civilian response capacity for these types of operations. Several of the “military” 
aspects of PDD-56 are missing: no specifics about a POL-MIL plan or associated template, no 
mention of a rehearsal, and no guidance for a training program. The AAR is also absent, but NSPD-
44 does direct the identification and subsequent incorporation of lessons learned. PDD-56 had a 
strong military flavor; NSPD-44, in contrast, has a distinctly foggy-bottom taste. 

As lessons from Iraq begin to accumulate, there is a great deal of focus on interagency planning. 
Contrary to popular belief, however, there was considerable interagency planning and post-
conflict planning associated with Operation IRAQI FREEDOM. Numerous military and other 
interagency efforts were very active. The problem wasn’t the lack of planning, but more specifically 
problems with integration, generally poor assumptions about conditions in Iraq, and eventually 
uncooperative or unfocused leaders.32 As Ambassador Paul Bremer claimed, “we planned for the 
wrong contingency.”33 The planning process, although not non-existent, was certainly flawed. One 
of the Iraq Study Group recommendations included the need to adopt the Goldwater-Nichols model 
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to improve the interagency planning process.34 The Beyond Goldwater-Nichols Phase 1 report is a good 
place to start to review some of the many planning initiatives being proposed. Chapter 8 of this 
report, “Improving Interagency and Coalition Operations,” includes nine recommendations, seven 
of which specifically address planning.35 For the most part these proposals are not dramatically 
different from the framework established in PDD-56. William Nash and Ciara Knudsen, in their 
work for the Princeton Project for National Security, have done an excellent job in summarizing the 
challenge and need to harmonize the military and civilian approaches to planning:

…the word “plan” for civilians and military means two different things. The military planning process starts 
with an objective, is handed over to the many layers of the military planning machine adding in resources, 
strategy, intelligence, training, and gaming. Given the objective, the military will come up with a plan to 
achieve it. The civilian planning process up until now has been much more ad hoc and more conceptual in 
nature. The planning process tends to concentrate more on developing the objective—what it should be—and 
less on the exact details of how to get there. As a result, post-Iraq reform proposals attempt to meld the two 
approaches—informing the military planning process with the subtleties of reconstruction challenges, and 
operationalizing civilian planning.36   

Before leaving the issue of interagency planning, there is one area that seems to warrant further 
consideration. PDD-56 and its immediate successor, NSPD-44, have focused on foreign interventions 
and reconstruction and stabilization operations abroad. In fact PDD-56 specifically stated that 
it did not apply to any domestic situations. The aftermath of 9/11 and the establishment of the 
Department of Homeland Security have opened up an entirely new arena in which coordinated 
interagency operations are critical. Joint Pub 3-08, in fact, splits its coverage between crisis response 
to domestic operations versus crisis response to foreign operations. The potential exists to adopt, 
or as a minimum consider, a new planning model, the National Response Plan (NRP) and its 
associated Emergency Support Function (ESF) annexes. The NRP, last updated May 25, 2006, forms 
the basis of how the federal government coordinates with state, local, and tribal governments and 
the private sector during domestic incidents. The ESF annexes are the primary means through 
which the Federal government provides assistance to State, local, and tribal governments or to 
Federal departments and agencies conducting missions of primary Federal responsibility. They 
represent an effective mechanism to group capabilities and resources into the functions that are 
most likely needed during actual or potential incidents where coordinated Federal response is 
required. The ESF mechanism provides a modular structure to identify the precise components 
that can best address the requirements of a particular incident.37 The new strategy development 
framework being developed by S/CRS that includes the delineation of Major Mission Elements has 
some similar features to the ESF approach.38

Failure to Resource the Plan.

Peacekeeping is not a job for soldiers, but only soldiers can do it.

  Former UN Secretary General Dag Hammarskjöld

There’s nothing wrong with nation building, but not when it is done by the American military.

    Condoleezza Rice

 If there is one thing that the U.S. Army War College has been able to inculcate in its students for 
at least the past generation it is the strategic framework of ends, ways, and means. The interagency 
planning effort that began with PDD-56 and continues to evolve and strengthen, is focused on 
the development of the ends—the strategic objectives and the ways—how to accomplish those 
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ends. But without the means—capabilities and capacities to execute the plan, the planning effort 
is superfluous. The major cause of poor performance in complex interagency operations is the lack 
of adequate means. Security analyst James Carafano, from the Heritage Foundation, argues that 
“the real shortfall in the interagency process is the lack of adequate capacity to conduct operations 
outside Washington.”39

 There are only two sources for the capabilities and expertise needed to bring to bear all of the 
elements of power to help aright a failed state: civilian or military. Actually there is a third; we 
can depend on our coalition partners. In fact, this was the anticipated approach in Iraq. Operation 
Plan ECLIPSE II, the stability plan developed for Iraq counted on existing Iraqi organizations and 
security forces. The Pentagon also believed that other nations would contribute to the stabilization 
and reconstruction process, to include the presence of three multinational divisions focused on 
bridging the gap between conventional military operations and policing functions.40 The coalition 
angle remains very important and the U.S. Government goes to great lengths to enlist broad and 
effective support. The QDR explicitly recognizes the need to build partner capacity. However, as Iraq 
demonstrates, coalition partners may not always be there nor be present in sufficient strength, so it 
behooves the nation to be prepared to shoulder the burden, particularly in cases where important 
or vital U.S. interests are at stake.
 Most civilian agencies in the U.S. Government have no rapidly deployable experts and capabilities. 
Civilian agencies lack an operational culture and consequently, even if tasked to perform a critical 
mission, they do not have the personnel who are trained and ready for these missions. They also lack 
the authorities and resources to rapidly deploy them and to quickly establish programs in the field.41 
Findings from a Post Conflict Strategic Requirements Workshop conducted at the U.S. Army War 
College, concluded that the lack of quick response capability in the civilian agencies would ensure 
that the military would bear the brunt of all essential tasks in a stabilization and reconstruction 
operation.42 The lack of civilian partners creates mission creep, as military personnel conduct tasks 
for which they are ill-suited or ill-prepared. It is precisely this concern with mission creep that 
made the military such eager partners in the PDD-56 effort. According to Mark Walsh and Michael 
Harwood, “Incomplete or failed integration of non-DoD agencies into the development of strategy 
and plans for responding to complex contingencies [could] also result in demands for the military 
to perform tasks outside its range of skills and competencies. Deficiencies in the interagency process 
could extend the military’s involvement in an intervention beyond the need for unique military 
personnel and assets to cope with the complex emergency.”43 The military has always been a self-
interested partner in this process. 
 The Department of Defense has the capability and certainly the capacity to rapidly deploy that 
capability virtually anywhere on the globe almost overnight; however, it lacks the will. Colin Powell, 
while still Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, summed it up well:

Let me begin by giving a tutorial about what an armed force is all about. Notwithstanding all of the changes 
that have taken place in the world, notwithstanding the new emphasis on peacekeeping, peace enforcement, 
peace engagement, preventive diplomacy, we have a value system and a culture system within the armed 
forces of the United States. We have the mission: to fight and win the nation’s wars. Because we are able to 
fight and win the nation’s wars, because we are warriors, we are also uniquely able to do some of these other 
new missions that are coming along—peacekeeping, humanitarian relief, disaster relief—you name it, we 
can do it. . . . But we never want to do it in such a way that we lose sight of the focus of why you have armed 
forces—to fight and win the nation’s wars.44 

Tracking with this cultural bias against lesser contingencies, the Army has planned poorly for 
stabilization operations and is not properly resourced or structured to handle these increasingly 
relevant missions. Conrad Crane, author of the recently released manual on Counterinsurgency, 
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concluded in a study from several years ago, that “neither budgets nor forces have been designed to 
take into account the sober fact that during the last decade any major deployment of military force 
to resolve a crisis . . . has ended by creating new long-term force requirements to keep the situation 
stabilized . . .”45 A more recent study draws the same general conclusion that the Army mortgaged 
its ability to conduct stability operations and deliver the required enduring results. Even more 
disturbing is the claim that the Army’s Modular Force transformation continues to discount the 
importance of stabilization operations, and fails to provide the modular and scalable force pool of 
stabilization capabilities that are required.46 
 DoD seems a little schizophrenic on the issue. On the one hand the Department has recently 
issued DoD Directive 3000.05 “Military Support for Stability, Security, Transition, and Reconstruction 
(SSTR) Operations,” which explicitly defines stability operations as a core U.S. military mission to 
be given priority comparable to combat operations.47 At the same time, in the QDR it presents a 
strong case that resources should be placed against increasing interagency and coalition partner 
capacities. One example is the effort to create NATO stabilization and reconstruction capability and 
a European constabulary force.48 There is certainly nothing wrong with encouraging partners to do 
more; burden sharing has long been an element of our alliance politics. But this is from a Secretary 
who some have claimed supported a strategy of nation-building “lite,” involving a rapid transition 
to local control.49 If the U.S. military is not willing to invest in stabilization and reconstruction 
capabilities, why should we expect our allies to pick up the slack?
 Efforts to create expeditionary civilian capability have proliferated recently. One of the first 
was the call for a postwar Reserve Corps in legislation sponsored by Senator Lugar. The intent is 
to deploy civilian experts in civil affairs, law enforcement, engineering, economic development, 
and government operations as quickly as possible after the fighting ends and allow U.S. military 
forces to be withdrawn sooner.50 Another related proposal is the Active Response Corps, which is 
a State Department effort to increase the surge capacity in the department to support stabilization 
and reconstruction missions. The initial goal is to expand this capability to 30 personnel by the end 
of 2007.51 These efforts should not be belittled. Capacity from any source is to be welcomed, but 
efforts that provide such small increments of capability may generate more difficulty deploying, 
integrating, and sustaining them than they are worth. The Defense Science Board seems to be on 
track with its conclusion that “the rest of the Executive Branch has made very little progress toward 
the development of operational capabilities applicable to stability operations; and the Congress has 
not provided Departments other than Defense with appropriate authorities and resources in order 
to develop these capabilities.”52 
 The capability to conduct stabilization and reconstruction operations predominantly resides in 
the military. According to noted military historian Max Boot,

The creation of greater civilian nation-building capacity would not let the armed forces off the hook. No matter 
how much civilian management improves, the bulk of the manpower for any nation-building assignment 
would still have to come from the pentagon. The armed forces need to do a much better job of preparing for 
such work . . .53 

The military has civil affairs, engineers, military police, medical, and the full gamut of logistical 
expertise. This expertise is organized and prepared to rapidly deploy and is equipped to operate in the 
dangerous conditions between peace and war that often characterize stabilization and reconstruction 
operations. Eventually the operation can transition to civilian capability, but only after a degree of 
security has been established, largely as a result of the early and effective deployment of military 
forces organized for the stabilization and reconstruction mission. DoD Directive 3000.05 explicitly 
places a priority on stability operations and capabilities so the military’s long-standing cultural 
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aversion to the use of U.S. military power for nation building should no longer be a factor. The QDR 
recognizes the need to rebalance the mix of joint capabilities and forces. This rebalancing effort 
should be in the direction of creating robust stabilization and reconstruction forces along the lines 
originally proposed by the NDU study on Transforming for Stabilization and Reconstruction Operations. 
The center piece of this study called for the organization of two S&R division equivalents that would 
plan, develop doctrine, train, and exercise for S&R missions.54 The details of the organization are 
open for debate but the need for a dedicated capability within the military also corresponds with 
the strategic argument put forward by Thomas Barnett in the Pentagon’s New Map. Barnett presents 
a convincing case that the U.S. needs to transform toward a bifurcated military: one that specializes 
in high-tech, big-violence war, and one that specializes in relatively low-tech security generation 
and routine crisis response.55 

Conclusion.

 Trends in the global security environment suggest that stabilization and reconstruction opera-
tions are likely to be a major component of U.S. strategy in the coming decades. Success in these opera- 
tions requires what the QDR refers to as “unified statecraft: the ability of the U.S. Government to 
bring to bear all of the elements of national power at home and to work in close cooperation with 
allies and partners abroad.”56 Unified statecraft obviously implies interagency collaboration and 
thus the planning framework originally presented by PDD-56 and since modified will continue to 
be of prime importance. The military aspects of the framework will also likely endure as the military 
planning culture will continue to drive the planning process toward acceptable and feasible ways to 
accomplish the interagency derived national objectives.
 The most robust planning procedure will not succeed however, unless the necessary means 
are available to execute the plan. Stabilization and reconstruction operations are so distinct from 
warfighting operations that they require special organizations and capabilities. The military will 
always be the predominant supplier of these capabilities, and it will require a culture change on the 
part of the military to fully accept the dictates of DoDD 3000.05 to view stability operations on the 
same level as “fighting and winning our nation’s wars.” DoD and the Army will need to develop 
programs, organizations, and plans to be more effective in the stabilization and reconstruction 
environment. PDD-56 represents a glass half-full concerning successful interagency operations. Its 
realistic planning framework needs to be coupled with adequate and dedicated means to top-off the 
glass and allow the United States to be successful in this new and complex security environment. 
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CHAPTER 5

NATIONAL SECURITY POWERS:
ARE THE CHECKS IN BALANCE?

Marybeth P. Ulrich

 On the distinction between policy success in domestic and foreign policy, President John F. 
Kennedy once noted, “The big difference is that between a bill being defeated and the country 
[being] wiped out.”1 Much is at stake in the formulation and implementation of national security 
policy. Not only is the achievement of national interests on the line, the preservation of the framers’ 
constitutional allocation of power designed to keep liberty and security in balance is also at stake. As 
the United States proceeds further in its “Long War”2 focused on fighting terrorism, its political elite 
is struggling to define the degree of collaboration that must remain between the different branches 
of government. Does a state of national emergency or war justify the suspension of deliberation and 
consultation inherent in the American political system’s design? Does Congress retain meaningful 
powers to resist presidential assertions of power? What role should the courts play in limiting 
or facilitating presidential overreach and congressional reassertion of its powers? These are key 
questions of concern to all who participate in and seek to understand the U.S. national security 
policymaking process. This chapter will review the constitutional foundations of the American 
political system, explore the adaptation and evolution of this original distribution of power, and 
assess the impact of the current state of “checks and balances” on prospects for strategic success and 
the preservation of American democracy. 

CONSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATIONS

 A unique aspect of the American political system is its design feature creating two co-equal 
principals among the President and Congress. The framers of the Constitution envisioned a national 
security process that would be dependent on a system of shared and separate powers across the 
democratic institutions that they created. Embedded in these constitutional foundations are the 
formal sources of power of the Presidency and Congress, the two key democratic institutions that 
work together to formulate and carry out national security policy.
 Some scholars argue that the Framers’ intent to give the Congress a leading role in government 
is evident in the fact that Article I of the Constitution grants many explicit powers to the Congress in 
comparison to the ambiguity and vagueness of the President’s powers outlined in Article II. Indeed, 
a survey of the historical record reveals that over time presidents have successfully exploited the 
ambiguity of their formal powers to increase the power of the Presidency vis-à-vis the Congress. 
A brief review of the constitutional basis of each institution’s powers will be useful to strategists 
seeking to understand the evolution of these powers in the life of the American republic.

The Framers envisioned the Congress as the main preserve of governmental powers. The powers 
enumerated in Article I, Section 8 touch on the entire scope of governmental authority. Chief among 
these is the power to tax and spend. This power of the purse, checked by the President’s veto power, 
is the defining characteristic of the Framers’ intent to create an energetic central government with 
a vigorous legislature.3 The Framers concluded the powers enumerated in Article 8 with the elastic 
clause, the power “to make all laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into execution 
the foregoing powers.”4 The shared vision of their republic was that of a “deliberative legislature, 
composed carefully to reflect both popular will and elite limits on that will.”5
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The first sentence of Article II clearly designates the President as the Chief Administrator of 
the government, but the Constitution offers few specifics about how this executive responsibility 
should be carried out. The President’s role as Chief Executive stems from language in Section 2 
that requires the heads of each executive department to report to the President. In the Washington 
administration the federal government consisted of only three cabinet departments (State, Treasury, 
and War) and a few hundred people.6 Of course, the vast bureaucracy of the United States has grown 
exponentially since then and is now comprised of 15 executive departments and 136 federal agencies 
and commissions7 backed up by a work force of 1.7 million federal civil service employees.8 As the 
federal government has grown, the power of the President has also expanded as the statutory and 
constitutional responsibility for the policies, programs, and expenditure of funds is asserted across 
the executive branch.

Authority to administer the federal bureaucracy, however, does not necessarily translate into 
its control. All presidents are faced with the challenge of making the bureaucracy responsive 
to their leadership. Two key tools to shape the executive branch’s outputs into a more coherent 
Administration vision are the use of the appointment authority and the White House Staff. Article 
II, Section 2 gives the President the power to appoint the department and agency heads within the 
federal government. 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower created the schedule C personnel classification for appointed 
policymaking positions throughout the executive branch. This represented a shift from party-based 
patronage that rewarded the party faithful with everything from predominantly uncontroversial 
government jobs in the field to key policy posts in Washington.10 Schedule C personnel play critical 
behind-the-scenes roles, such as setting the schedules and agendas of cabinet members, guiding 
political strategy, and giving legal opinions and policy advice. These appointees are lower in rank 
than noncareer Senior Executive Service (SES) officials, who fall just below presidential appointees 
and who must be confirmed by the Senate. At latest count, SES and Schedule C employees numbered 
1,935 in the George W. Bush administration. In all, President George W. Bush has 3000 political 
appointees serving in his administration. Although political appointees account for less than two-
tenths of one percent of the total civil service, their presence results in significant influence throughout 
the policymaking process.11 In the modern presidency, presidents have offered these positions to 
ideologically compatible people who will work to ensure that their department or agency’s policies 
are in sync with the President’s vision. 

The Senate’s confirmation role is its check on the President’s appointment power. While the vast 
majority of the President’s nominations are confirmed, the potential to subject nominees to intense 
congressional scrutiny and to ultimately reject candidates gives the Senate great influence in the 
appointment process and, tangentially, in the overall policy process. While the executive sits at the 
top of the federal bureaucracy, the design of the various departments and agencies is specified in 
congressional statutes that detail their structure and duties. Though not explicitly mentioned in the 
Constitution, Congress’ capacity for oversight can be a tremendous check on the executive when it 
is employed. Oversight hearings require officials to appear and testify under oath and report what 
the administration is doing. Oversight programs demanding reports on executive department or 
agency activity can also have some bite.12 Congress has the responsibility to keep a careful eye on 
the administration of its laws to ensure that they are properly interpreted and executed.13

Another management tool of relatively recent creation is the Executive Office of the President 
(EOP), better known as the White House Staff. President Franklin Roosevelt established this “mini-
bureaucracy within the bureaucracy” with Congress’ consent in 1939 as an attempt to centralize 
control over the executive branch and to provide unity and direction to the federal government.14 
The EOP includes both the professional staff working in such places as the National Security Council 
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and the Council of Economic Advisers as well as the president’s most trusted advisers in the White 
House Office.15 The two tools are closely related as presidential appointments have increasingly 
become subject to intense vetting in the EOP.

Formal Powers of the President Relative to Formal Powers of the Congress Relavant to
National Security Policymaking As Stated National Security Policymaking As Stated
in the Constitution in the Constitution 

“The executive Power shall be vested in a  “The Congress shall have Power to . . . make
President of the United States of America.”16 all Laws which shall be necessary and proper
Article II. Section 1.  for carrying into Execution the foregoing
 Powers, and all other Powers vested by this
”. . . he shall take Care that the Laws be  Constitution . . .” Article I, Section 8.
faithfully executed . . . ” Article II, 
Section 3. “The Congress shall have Power To lay and
 collect Taxes, Duties, Imposts and Excises,
“Every Bill which shall have passed the  to pay the debts . . .” Article I, Section 8.
House of Representatives and the Senate,  
shall, before it becomes a Law, be presented “No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury,
to the President . . . If he approve he shall sign but in Consequence of Appropriations made by
it, but if not he shall return it . . . If after such Law.” Article I, Section 9.
reconsideration two thirds of that House shall 
agree to pass the Bill, it shall be sent . . . to the “The Congress shall have Power to . . . provide
other House . . . and if approved by two thirds for the common defense and general Welfare of the
of that House, it shall become Law.”  United States, . . . declare War, . . . to raise and
Article I, Section 7. support Armies . . ., To provide and maintain a
 Navy; To make rules for the Government and
“The President shall be Commander in Chief Regulation of the land and naval forces; To provide
of the Army and Navy of the United States, for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Militia,
and of the Militia of the several States, and for governing such Part of them as may be
when called into the actual Service of the employed in the Service of the United States . . .”
United States.” Article II, Section 2. Article 1, Section 8.
  
”. . . he may require the Opinion, in writing,  “He [the President]  shall have Power, by and with the  
of the principal Officer in each of the Advice and Consent of the Senate, to make Treaties, 
executive Departments, upon any Subject provided two thirds of the Senators present concur; 
relating to the Duties of their respective and he shall nominate, and by and with the Advice and
Offices . . .” Article II, Section 2. Consent of the Senate, shall appoint Ambassadors,
 other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges of the
“He shall have Power, by and with the  supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United
Advice and Consent of the Senate, to make States, whose Appointments are not herein otherwise
Treaties, provided two thirds of the  provided for, and which shall be established by Law.”
Senators present concur; and he shall  Article II, Section 2.
nominate, and by and with the Advice and  
Consent of the Senate, shall appoint  
Ambassadors, other public Ministers and  
Consuls, Judges of the supreme Court, and  
all other Officers of the United States,  
whose Appointments are not herein otherwise  
provided for, and which shall be established 
by Law.” Article II, Section 2.

Figure 1. Key National Security Powers as Enumerated in the Constitution.

In national security affairs and the conduct of foreign policy that might result in the use of armed 
force, the President draws on the authority vested in him as Commander-in-Chief. However, the 
Framers were in agreement that significant war-related powers must also reside in the Congress. 
Indeed, as Table 1 indicates, Article I, Section 8 lays out extensive and explicit war-related powers 
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granted to the Congress. The Declaration of Independence and Bill of Rights both reflect the Framers’ 
distrust of standing armies unaccountable to a legislature. Their design of American democratic 
institutions separating the power to declare war from the power to command or direct military forces 
in wartime was meant to ensure that the President was unable to make war alone. It is important 
to note that rather than giving the President the power to declare war with the “advice and consent 
of the Senate” as they had done with the treaty power, the Framers deliberately elected to give 
Congress the sole authority to declare war.16 The historical record shows that in practice Congress 
has not been the initiator of all significant military actions and that there has been a struggle for 
power between the two branches over war powers. 

This brief survey of constitutional powers relevant to the conduct of national security 
policymaking highlights the Framers’ intent for policymaking and implementation to be a shared 
process across the legislative and executive branches. The Framers’ design of shared and separate 
powers resulted in a policymaking framework that requires both cooperation and coordination to 
achieve anything of real significance in national security affairs.

INSTITUTIONAL COMPETENCIES

 The Framers’ final product reflected an understanding that the institutions they created had 
distinct and complementary institutional competencies. While Congress was granted important 
powers ensuring it a significant role in the conduct of national security policy, its institutional 
design also meant that it would almost never move quickly on such matters. The requirement for 
legislation to clear both the House and the Senate after potentially lengthy deliberations in each 
body subject to the influences of public opinion and the media, favored Congress’s role as the 
branch of government that considered diverse viewpoints, deliberated among them, and remained 
accountable to the public. 
 The executive branch, on the other hand, was designed to move with speed and dispatch. An 
appropriate amount of secrecy was presumed in order to conduct day to day foreign and security 
policy, and to act decisively in crisis situations. Congress’ design, meanwhile, has afforded it 
significant oversight checks as well as policy influence in the power of the purse. The Framers’ 
deliberate consideration of institutional competencies when deciding which powers should be 
shared, which should be held alone, and in which branch power should be placed is evident in 
the Framers’ debate on the distribution of war powers at the constitutional convention. Early 
deliberations argued that Congress should be given the power to “make war.” However, it was 
eventually agreed that this should be changed to “declare war” to clarify and ensure that the actual 
conduct of war remained an executive function, maximizing the institutional competencies of the 
Presidency during wartime.

PRESIDENTIAL POWER AND PERSUASION 

 Formal powers contribute to and limit the influence wielded by the President and Congress in 
any specific policymaking scenario. Informal powers of each branch, on the other hand, if astutely 
employed, can significantly enhance the influence of either institution. The struggle for influence 
is characterized neither by all-out competition nor by perfect consensus. Congress can be both a 
potential adversary and key partner in the formulation and conduct of national security policy. 
Conversely, the President and his team cannot sustain any national security policy course without 
the support of Congress and the American people. Dominating the political agenda requires that 
the President build popular support, work effectively with Congress, control the vast federal 



71

bureaucracy, and know when and where to invest political capital. Presidential leadership and the 
Administration’s articulation of a vision underpinning its foreign and domestic policies are keys to 
success as well. 

The President and Congress are at once so independent and so intertwined that neither can be said to govern 
save as both do. And even when they come together they face other claimants to a share in governing: the 
courts, the states, the press, the private interests, all protected by our Constitution, and the foreign governments 
that help to shape our policy.17

 Although the President is the single actor in the American political system granted the greatest 
range of formal powers, the ability to make his will prevail among the competing wills of actors 
also vested with significant powers depends on skillful presidential leadership. President Harry 
Truman once remarked that presidential power really just boils down to the power to persuade.18 
The renowned presidential scholar, Richard Neustadt, in his classic text, Presidential Power and the 
Modern Presidents, equates presidential power with influence and seeks to explain its sources and 
the contexts where presidential power is more or less dominant. 
 Scholars differentiate between situations where the President can essentially command and those 
in which he must rely on his powers of persuasion. If the issue involves presidential authority that 
is not shared with a competing entity, then the desired result may be achieved without resistance. 
Examples include the relief of a military commander, the use of an executive order to advance an 
unpopular policy, and the deployment of military forces to protect American interests. 

President Truman’s relief of General Douglas MacArthur in 1951 is probably the most well-
known dismissal of a military commander in the modern presidency. Truman was careful to 
consult the Joint Chiefs in the matter, who unanimously agreed that MacArthur should go.  Truman 
implemented the order in a successive delegation of authority from him through the appropriate 
military authorities. The President and the Chiefs viewed MacArthur’s public statements critical 
of Truman’s war policy, in the face of strict orders not to publicly comment on administration 
policy, as open defiance of the Commander in Chief.  This insubordination consequently justified 
his dismissal as essential to maintaining civilian control of the military. There was no question 
in the MacArthur affair that the President, in his Commander-in-Chief role, had the authority to 
dismiss a commander in the field. However, congressional critics of Truman’s Korean Policy and 
MacArthur’s Republican supporters used the opportunity to conduct a full-fledged congressional 
investigation of the government’s foreign and military policies against a domestic backdrop that 
featured a grand tickertape parade honoring the relieved general, MacArthur’s address to a Joint 
Session of Congress, and an adoring public passionately opposed to the ouster of an American 
icon.19 Truman’s actions consequently were offset by the exertion of informal powers inherent in the 
Congress, the press, and the people, which shaped the ultimate political impact of the President’s 
actions.

The issuance of an executive order is another strategic tool presidents can use to assert presidential 
authority. Eisenhower’s use of federal troops to enforce the orders of a Federal Court to desegregate 
Little Rock schools in 1957 illustrates a President’s prerogative to assert his constitutional power 
over the state militias, a power that is not shared with another constitutional entity. The President’s 
decision to federalize the Arkansas National Guard troops originally called into action by Governor 
Orval Faubus to halt the integration of Central High School was clear, unambiguous, and highly 
public. The President’s assertion of power featured a “sense of legitimate obligation, legitimately 
imposed.”20 As in the MacArthur case, to have not exerted the authority would have resulted in its 
erosion and the prevalence of less legitimate sources of power in the American political system. 

Executive orders have mainly been used in three areas: to combat various forms of discrimination 
against citizens, to increase White House control over the executive branch, and to maintain secrets.21 
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When Congress perceives that executive orders are taken to bypass Congress on controversial 
issues, they may elicit great political controversy and be a source of conflict between the two 
branches. This is why the congressional reaction to President George W. Bush’s series of executive 
orders authorizing the National Security Agency (NSA) to eavesdrop on the conversations of 
Americans without warrants as required in the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) has 
been uncharacteristically strong. Members of Congress on both sides of the aisle saw the action as a 
challenge to the Congress’ power vis-à-vis the executive. 

Even the prospect of an executive order being issued can erupt in major political controversy as 
was the case with President Bill Clinton’s proposal to lift the ban on gays serving in the military. 
There was no question that the President had the legitimate authority to issue such an order as 
President Truman had done to integrate the armed forces in 1948, but the political backlash was so 
strong in 1993 that President Clinton abandoned the idea in order to salvage his domestic agenda 
before Congress.22

While the President’s formal powers are significant, presidential leadership is more often 
dependent on the President’s power to persuade others that what he wants of them is also compatible 
with the pursuit of their own interests. The successful launching of the Marshall Plan is an example 
of a President with minimal political capital achieving a critical foreign policy goal through the 
effective use of the informal powers of his office. Truman faced the uphill battle of convincing a 
Republican and traditionally isolationist Congress and a Treasury department focused on controlling 
spending, that massive European aid deserved their support. The domestic political context in 1947 
was further characterized by animosity over Truman’s veto of the Republican leadership’s key 
legislative initiatives and the assumption that Truman would be easily defeated in the upcoming 
1948 presidential election. 

He had a key advocate in the figure of General George C. Marshall pushing for the plan that bore 
his name from State and the support of the Republican Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, Arthur Vandenberg. All the resources of the administration were unleashed to back the 
plan and special care was taken to meet the terms Vandenberg insisted on to maintain his support, 
which included frequent personal meetings with the President and Marshall and extensive liaisons 
between Congress and the agencies involved with implementing the plan. Truman even deferred 
to Vandenberg’s choice of a Republican to head the new agency created to administer the program. 
These “bargains” subsequently resulted in key players lending their prestige and influence to make 
the proposed European Recovery Program a reality.23

The few cases discussed here highlight the linkages between presidential power and effective 
presidential leadership. The American political system’s institutional design, with its unique blend 
of shared and separate powers, means that key actors often have divided loyalties, a result of serving 
multiple masters in government. Even players within the executive branch are also responsible to 
Congress and have allegiance as well to their staffs and departments to represent their bureaucratic 
interests. Fulfilling the President’s policies, in addition, necessarily involves interagency cooperation 
and overcoming the disparate bureaucratic interests of each. Presidential power is as much a function 
of personal politics as it is of formal authority or position.24

CONGRESS: DOES AN EFFECTIVE CHECK REMAIN ON PRESIDENTIAL POWER? 

 Most texts examining the extent of the presidential-congressional partnership in national 
security policymaking cite the constitutional scholar Edwin Corwin’s musing that the Constitution 
“is an invitation to struggle for the privilege of directing American foreign policy.”25 What does the 
historical record suggest about the President’s capacity to dominate national security policy? Is the 
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American political tradition that Congress defers to the Executive in foreign and security policy, 
weighing in with countervailing powers only by exception? Can Congress regain its lost clout and 
limit presidential overreaching? 
 An objective assessment of the congressional-executive struggle over the control of national 
security policies will reveal several findings. First, American history is replete with examples of 
serious Congressional quarrels with the President over the conduct of foreign policy. Second, periods 
of deference to the executive have been limited, and even then, included at least tacit approval of 
the basic parameters of U.S. foreign policy. Third, as a result of congressional reforms in the 1970s 
Congress gained an increased capacity to challenge presidential policies with the creation of the 
Congressional Budget Office, the Congressional Research Service, and the expansion of personal 
and committee staffs. These tools boosted the Congress’ analytical ability and contributed to 
more enhanced oversight of foreign policy and a greater trend toward legislating specific aspects 
of foreign policy.26 Finally, the congressional-executive relationship on use of force issues seeks a 
comfortable equilibrium. Periods of congressional acquiescence are often interrupted by perceived 
executive overreach that leads to the reassertion of congressional authority. Such was the context 
for the passage of the War Powers Act in 1973.
 However, the net result of this struggle over time has been what one report called “the 
executive’s slow-motion coup” made possible by Congress, itself, which has been complicit in its 
own diminution of power instead of guarding its institutional prerogatives.27 Even though Congress 
periodically fought back with such measures as the War Powers Act and the enactment of FISA in 
1978, enforcing the oversight provisions mandated in these initiatives has been uneven amounting 
in the overall concession of power to the executive. Some question whether it is even possible in 
the current political environment of polarized politics favoring partisan loyalties over institutional 
obligations to correct the imbalance between congressional and executive power.

ENTER THE JUDICIARY: WILL IT ACT TO RESTORE THE BALANCE?

 Beginning with George Washington, presidents have drawn on the institutional competencies of 
the executive and formal powers to play an active and assertive role in foreign affairs and national 
security issues. President Thomas Jefferson essentially conducted the Louisiana Purchase on his 
own.  Abraham Lincoln, citing war powers, governed without Congress and suspended the courts.  
Franklin Roosevelt oversaw the establishment of a plethora of federal agencies empowered to make 
policy in their realms in order to lift the country out of the Depression. Justice Robert H. Jackson’s 
1952 decision has been cited in the debate over President George W. Bush’s use of presidential 
power. Justice Jackson rejected President Harry Truman’s claim that as Commander-in-Chief he 
had the inherent power to seize the nation’s steel mills. This decision has been cited as precedent 
for future Supreme Court deliberations of the issue. Justice Jackson’s framework for judging the 
constitutionality of assertions of executive power is outlined below and was at the center of the 
confirmation hearings of Justices John Roberts and Samuel Alito.28 Many believe that many aspects 
of the question of presidential overreach will come before the Supreme Court, giving the Court a 
unique opportunity to reshape the balance between the executive and Congress. 

Three Political Contexts.

 Justice Jackson laid out three possible political contexts characterizing congressional-presidential 
relations in the national security arena. First, presidential power is maximized when the President 
acts pursuant to the express or implied authorization of Congress in a given area. In such periods of 
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concordance, presidential leadership is virtually unchallenged. Such cooperation may be attributed 
to agreement over the major policy decisions in play. Presidential power has also been at its height 
during times of national crisis and war. Lincoln largely got his way in the conduct of the Civil War. 
In the 20th century, Woodrow Wilson until 1919, and Franklin Roosevelt after 1941, enjoyed an 
advantage over the control of foreign policy. The postwar era through the mid-1960s was another 
period of presidential dominance rooted in broad agreement over policy. Harry Truman, Dwight 
Eisenhower, John Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson all governed during major wars or at the height 
of the Cold War, and each had relative control over national security and foreign policy.29 President 
George W. Bush contended that the 2001 congressional resolution authorizing the president “to use 
all necessary and appropriate force” to respond to the September 11, 2001, attacks and to prevent 
such attacks in the future served as implied authorization for detention and surveillance programs 
incident to the use of force in wartime. However, it is clear that the Administration and Congress 
shared sharp differences of opinion over the matter.

Each period of perceived presidential overreach was followed by a backlash or resurgence of 
congressional power. Following the Civil War, powerful Congresses dominated the Presidency in 
the late 19th century, and Congress handed Wilson the devastating political and personal defeat 
of rejecting the Treaty of Versailles with a reassertion of congressional power that resulted in the 
domination of foreign policy until World War II.30 The War Powers Act of 1973 was the culmination 
of Congress’ break with the President over the conduct of the Vietnam War and its reemergence in 
national security affairs.
 Second, presidential independence is possible if Congress is indifferent or acquiesces in a particular 
policy area. In this political context Congress falls short of playing the role of constructive partner 
to critique, build support for, and improve on the President’s foreign and security policy. Many 
factors may contribute to such a scenario. There is a tendency in Congress to view foreign and 
security policy through domestic political lenses or from the perspective of special interests, which 
may both be barriers to judging foreign policy initiatives on the basis of the national interest. 
Presidential independence may also be possible simply because Congress is not paying attention to 
the administration’s policies. Domestic issues often dominate the congressional agenda in peacetime. 
Furthermore, Congress may neglect its responsibilities in foreign affairs and devote too little time 
to rigorous programmatic oversight.31 In both the concordant and acquiescent political contexts, the 
President’s leadership is not essential. However, in the third context to be considered, presidential 
leadership is critical.
 Presidential power in security and foreign policy is at its lowest ebb when the administration’s desired 
action is incompatible with the expressed or implied will of the Congress. An analysis of congressional-
presidential relations in the Vietnam War illustrates a dramatic conversion of Congress’ perception 
of its role in checking presidential war making powers. Its 1964 passage of the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution essentially ceded to President Johnson the “blank check” he sought to deal with the 
crisis in Southeast Asia. The near unanimous backing in Congress (there were only two dissenting 
votes in the Senate) gave the President authority to take all “necessary measures” to repel any 
armed attack against the forces of the United States and “to prevent further aggression.” Johnson’s 
interpretation of his Commander-in-Chief powers, which President Richard Nixon took to even 
greater heights as his successor, was an open-ended doctrine permitting the President to order 
armed forces into combat whenever the President determined that the security of the United States 
was threatened.32 
 As the administrations’ prosecution of the war continued, Congress retreated from its role of 
presidential cheerleader and gradually began to reassert its authority. Congressmen increasingly 
traveled to Southeast Asia in the mid-1960s to take stock of the war, the Senate Foreign Relations 
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Committee held televised hearings in 1966 and by the early 1970s Congress changed its rules 
for considering defense appropriations bills so that individual amendments attempting to limit 
or influence the policy could be considered without rejecting the entire defense appropriations 
package.33 Continuation of presidential dominance was challenged in the face of a growing majority’s 
disagreement with the Vietnam policy. Even broader consensus that the Nixon Administration 
had overreached with the assertion that the executive had unlimited discretionary authority as 
Commander-in-Chief to send American troops into action around the world, led to the passage of 
the War Powers Act. 

The act established procedures in three main areas: presidential consultation with Congress, 
presidential reports to Congress, and congressional termination of military action. Congress’ intent 
was to assert its authority via procedural constraints limiting the ability of the President to commit 
U.S. forces abroad. The act called for the President to consult with Congress “in every possible 
instance” before introducing U.S. forces into hostilities or imminent hostilities, declared that the 
President must report to Congress within 48 hours when such forces are introduced, and mandated 
that forces be withdrawn within 60 to 90 days unless Congress authorizes that they remain.34

The continuous shifting between the political contexts discussed above is indicative in the 
ambiguous role the War Powers Act has had since its passage. President Nixon rejected it out of 
hand with his veto of the measure in 1973. Congress shot back with its overwhelming override35 
asserting its intent to expand its influence in national security policy making with measures beyond 
the blunt instrument of withholding funds. 

In practice, Congress has not consistently asserted the authority granted in the act. Presidents, 
meanwhile, have been careful not to acknowledge the law’s constitutionality, while avoiding direct 
confrontations with Congress over its provisions. In fact, Congress has managed to get the President 
to honor the War Powers Act only once, in an obscure 1975 Marine action to recapture a tanker 
off the coast of Cambodia.36 Depending on lawmakers’ overall view of the President’s proposed 
intervention, they may sit on the sidelines or strive to be consulted. Presidents continue to insist 
on flexibility and may seek Congress’s explicit authorization for an impending action, but without 
admitting that such action is being taking in order to comply with the Act. There is, however, an 
acceptance, if grudgingly, that the War Powers Act stands as a reminder of the ultimate need to 
get at least congressional acquiescence, and, ideally, congressional approval for the commitment of 
troops.37 Since the introduction of the War Powers Act into congressional-presidential relations all 
three political contexts, enthusiastic concord, indifferent acquiescence, and expressed disagreement 
with the President’s foreign and security policy continue to occur. 

The controversy surrounding President Bush’s domestic surveillance program illustrated 
the political context of expressed disagreement between the Administration and Congress.  This 
raised the ire of the usually acquiescent Republican Congress because it sidestepped the oversight 
provisions outlined in FISA. The Republican Chair of the Senate Judiciary committee, Senator Arlen 
Specter, conducted hearings to dispute the Administration’s claim that its broad powers to fight 
terrorism overrode specific legislation prohibiting warrantless eavesdropping. Attorney General 
Alberto Gonzales testified before the Judiciary Committee in February 2006 that the Administration 
reasonably interpreted the 2001 authorization of force resolution as the legal justification for its 
actions. However, when two laws seem to come in conflict, the law which is more specific tends to 
prevail unless a law meant to supersede an earlier one specifically includes language to the contrary.38 
The FISA debate was unique because it brought together elements of wartime presidential powers 
within the context of actions contrary to “the express will of Congress.” Indeed Senator Lindsey 
Graham warned Attorney General Gonzales that the Administration’s expansive interpretation of 
the 2001 resolution may make it “harder for the next president to get a force resolution if we take 
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this too far.”39 Two years later when Gonzales’ replacement, Michael Mukasey, appeared before 
the Judiciary Committee its chairman expressed his frustration that lawmakers have been almost 
completely unsuccessful trying to hold the executive branch accountable for its actions on the issues 
of torture, the CIA’s destruction of interrogation videos, and White House claims of executive 
privilege, and the “terrorist surveillance program.”40 Senator Specter vented to Attorney General 
Mukasey, “Congressional oversight has been so ineffective, notwithstanding Herculean efforts for 
the last three years. The courts provide a balance, a separation of powers. . .the only effective way 
of dealing with what is argued to be executive excesses is through the courts.”41 Congressional 
angst notwithstanding, the current balance of power between the executive and Congress is likely 
to stand unless the courts address the alleged executive excesses.

Keys to Effective Presidential Leadership. 

 The executive branch’s institutional competencies make the President the most important actor 
in foreign and security policy. The President, alone, has command of the bully pulpit to give him an 
unrivaled voice in policy debates. The President is also the actor in the American political system 
best positioned to consider the national interest. Since World War II, control over foreign and 
security policy has increasingly been centralized in the executive. The government’s expertise for 
formulating and implementing foreign and security policy is largely resident in the Department 
of State and the Department of Defense, with the National Security Council also assuming an 
increasing amount of authority and influence—all three components of the executive branch. Yet 
effective leadership is not a given. Perhaps the broadest and most common sense recommendation 
comes from presidential scholar Paul Quirk, who contributes the concept of “strategic competence.” 
Quirk argues that presidents must have a well-designed strategy for achieving the competencies 
they need to effectively lead. In this view, the key competencies to be mastered are policy substance, 
policy process, and policy promotion. Policy expertise results from years of attentive engagement 
in the major national issues. The development of direct in-depth personal competence in policy 
areas is necessarily selective, but a base knowledge of the key issues is essential to the president’s 
recognition of the elements of responsible debate and to responsible decision-making.42 Anything 
less than this, Quirk argues is minimalist and may impede intelligent decision making.

A minimalist president. . .will not fully appreciate his own limitations. By consistently neglecting the 
complexities of careful policy arguments, one never comes to understand the importance of thorough analysis. 
In politics and government, at least, people generally do not place a high value on discourse that is much more 
sophisticated than their own habitual mode of thought.43

 To lead effectively, presidents must also be competent in the processes of policy making. The 
President sits atop a system of complex organizational and group decision making processes and 
must ensure that the Administration has put in place reliable decision making processes. The major 
threats to effective national security policy making processes are intelligence failures, groupthink 
and other malfunctions of the advisory process,44 and failing to effectively coordinate within the 
interagency process and beyond the executive branch as appropriate.45 Finally, building coalitions 
with congressional leaders and key interest groups, and using the bully pulpit to take the case to 
the public are essential ingredients for effective policy promotion once policy decisions have been 
made.
 Lee Hamilton offers his advice for effective presidential leadership in foreign and national 
security policy from his perspective as the former chairman and long time ranking Democrat on 
the House Committee on International Relations. Presidents must make foreign policy a priority 
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and set forth a day-to-day course that is driven by an overall strategic vision. Hamilton argues 
that the foreign and security policy arena is uniquely dependent on the President’s attention and 
leadership. Too often an issue receives intense attention and scrutiny for a short time, but then the 
Administration fails to remain sufficiently focused or to expend the requisite resources to achieve 
success. The President is also uniquely positioned to forge the personal relations with foreign heads 
of state that are critical to alliance building and to articulate U.S. policies and the associated national 
interests with clarity to the American people.46

 In a system of shared and separate powers in national security policymaking, successful policy will 
rarely be the result of strong-arming the Congress or the American people through the overplaying 
of formal powers. The Supreme Court is extremely reluctant to check the President’s power while 
a war is in progress. Presidential leadership in national security policy making effectively blends 
presidential authority with a consideration of the institutional competencies that the rival branch 
brings to the development and execution of strategy. 
 As the most accessible and representative branch of government Congress can help mediate 
between the American people and the foreign policy elite. Through the hearings process, Congress 
can also help to educate the public on complex foreign and security policies. Testifying before 
the appropriate committees also forces the Administration’s top officials to articulate and defend 
their policies However, some observers are concerned that this check on executive power is being 
weakened by an Administration reluctant to make senior officials available for sworn congressional 
testimony or to provide documents to relevant committees, citing the confidentiality of executive 
branch communications.47 

Debates over contentious and weighty matters of national security, such as whether or not to 
authorize the use of force, engage the public and strengthen the policy process. Passing legislation 
in support of the Administration’s policies can also help to strengthen the President’s hand before 
international bodies, adversaries, and allies. In the case of the Gulf War, Congressional leaders 
insisted on being consulted and on debating the issue before authorizing the use of military force. 
President George H.W. Bush, however, feared that weak support or a split vote would be worse 
than no vote at all and might actually weaken his hand in the face of Iraqi aggression. President Bush 
maintained throughout the period of congressional consultation that regardless of the outcome in 
Congress he still had the constitutional right to commit U.S. forces to battle. In the end, the Congress 
passed the resolution with a clear victory in the House, 250-183, and a squeaker in the Senate, 52-47.48 
Effective presidential leadership in foreign and security policy recognizes Congress’ constitutional 
role in the process and seeks ways to ensure that sustained consultation is a characteristic of the 
executive strategy for interacting with Congress.

CONGRESSIONAL-PRESIDENTIAL COLLABORATION IN THE WAR IN IRAQ

 The open-ended resolution Congress passed in October 2002 granted the President broad 
authority to use any means he determined necessary and appropriate—including military force—
to respond to any security threat posed by Iraq.49 Critics contended that in contrast to the 1991 
appeal of President Bush’s father to authorize force on the eve of conflict when key conditions 
related to its prosecution were well known, “The president is asking Congress to delegate its 
constitutional power to declare war before he has decided we need to go to war, but he has not 
adequately explained what this war will look like.”50 Others argued President Bush’s request was 
constitutionally inappropriate because it was seeking a conditional grant of power, leaving in the 
President’s hands the decision to change the nation into a state of war. These critics contend that a 
nonbinding resolution declaring support for the President’s efforts to make Iraq comply with UN 
resolutions followed by the authorization to use force if peaceful means fail may have been more 
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appropriate. Such a two-step approach would have left Congress in the loop up until the point 
when the President was ready to begin military action.51

Although some Republicans had concerns about endorsing the new doctrine of preemption, 
they deferred to the President. With the mid-term elections only weeks away, many Democrats 
felt pressure to “get this question of Iraq behind us” so they could return to other issues that they 
thought would be successful for them in the elections. At the height of the House debate, less that 
40 members could be found on the floor. On the Senate side no more than 10 senators were in 
attendance. The resolution passed 296 to 133 in the House and in the Senate 77 to 23.52 

Observers noted that the debate over the Iraq war was a pale shadow of the Senate’s more 
vigorous role in the past. Congressional scholar Norman Ornstein commented on the Senate’s role 
on the eve of the Iraq war, “The Senate is struggling to find an appropriate role to play. I think you’d 
be hard-pressed to suggest the Senate is a great debating body—on anything.”53 The concordant-
acquiescent political context that has characterized congressional-presidential relations since the 
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks may have contributed to executive overreach in ways that 
ultimately weakened President George W. Bush’s ability to sustain support for his Iraq strategy.  

The political environment in the run-up to the War in Iraq was conducive to the executive “going 
it alone” vis-à-vis Congress. Although the Congress put up little resistance over the open-ended 
resolution to use force in Iraq, this support occurred within a climate of some angst on the Hill 
over the Administration’s attitude toward the role of Congress in defense policy. Congressmen of 
both parties complained that Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld “tells lawmakers little and demands 
immense discretion.”54 Complaints continued throughout the Bush Administration accusing it of 
thwarting Congress’s investigative authority. Some lawmakers were frustrated that their attempts 
to get more information about the Administration’s impending war plans and strategy came up 
empty. Administration officials were unable to answer with any specificity questions related to the 
cost of the war or of the reconstruction effort to follow before lawmakers cast their votes. 

Some members of Congress demanded to hear the Administration’s plans for the postwar 
occupation, but were denied such consultations based on the argument that it would not be proper 
to plan for the aftermath of a conflict that the President had not yet decided to fight. The “ends” 
that the President advanced shifted among competing candidates, eventually settling on the need 
to disarm Saddam Hussein and dismantle the imminent threat that his weapons posed. 

Scholars pointed out that the doctrine of pre-emptive military strikes added a “new wrinkle to 
the Imperial Presidency,” because the trigger for the use of force is classified intelligence.55 Richard 
Durbin, a member of the Senate intelligence committee, complained that an insufficient body of 
intelligence was declassified in the run-up to the vote on Iraq hindering the ability of his colleagues 
to make an informed vote. 

The choice to maximize the powers of the presidency, while marginalizing the participation of 
the Congress may have put the strategy at risk. Congress shares responsibility for the policy due 
to its decision to support the open-ended resolution. However, the emphasis on regime change 
through invasion without laying out all aspects of a comprehensive strategy complete with clear 
strategic ends, a thorough explanation of the ways or courses of action the Administration would 
pursue to achieve the ends, and a good faith estimate of the means or cost to the American people 
in terms of lives and treasure made it more likely that the Administration would be on the defensive 
when the strategy ran into difficulty.

Indeed, in September 2003, when the Bush Administration finally delivered the first major bill for 
the war to Congress in the form of a request for $87 billion dollars to fund Iraqi reconstruction and 
the military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan for the remainder of the fiscal year, Congress pushed 
back mightily. Pent up frustration over the lack of collaboration with the legislative branch was 
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evident. Senator Diane Feinstein remarked, “We want to be good Americans. We want a bipartisan 
foreign policy. We know the time is tough. We want to be with you. But there’s a feeling that you 
know it all. The administration knows it all. And nobody else knows anything. And, therefore, 
we’re here just to say, ‘Yes, sir. How high do we jump?’ And at some point we refuse to jump.”56 
More direct was Senator Robert Byrd’s comment to Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, 
“Congress is not an ATM. We have to be able to explain this huge, enormous bill to the American 
people.”57

The Administration sustained another wave of attacks in January 2004 when its Chief Weapons 
Inspector in Iraq, David Kay, concluded that there were no large stocks of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD) in Iraq before the war. “Based on what I’ve seen is that we are very unlike to find stockpiles, 
large stockpiles of weapons. I don’t think they exist.” “It turns out we were all wrong.”58 Democrats 
charged this was further proof the war was based on false premises. Lawmakers on both sides of 
the aisle took issue with the certainty of the language that Administration officials used with regard 
to the pre-war intelligence and some questioned whether Administration officials misled them. 

Members of Congress complained that the Director of Central Intelligence, George Tenet, gave 
his personal assurance in closed-door hearings that WMD stocks would be found in Iraq. “He was 
telling the senior people in the Administration . . . that the weapons were absolutely there, that they 
were certain the stuff was there.”59 Ohio Senator Mike DeWine, a Republican on the Intelligence 
Committee, told the Columbus Dispatch, that he was not sure he would vote to authorize war with 
Iraq if he had to do it all over again.60 Meanwhile, on the 2004 campaign trail, Democratic presidential 
candidates took aim at the Administration. “We were misled not only in the intelligence but misled 
in the way that the President took us to war,” the Democratic front-runner, Sen. John F. Kerry (MA), 
said when asked about Kay’s conclusions.61

The Administration’s critics faulted the lack of consensus building and derided its unwillingness 
to collaborate with either international allies or its domestic partners in the national security 
policymaking process. As the popularity of the Iraq War wanes in the face of its $500 billion price tag 
by early 2008 and deaths of American servicemen creep upward of 4000,62 the Bush Administration 
stands undeterred in its approach to executive power. The sweeping assertion of the powers of the 
presidency is grounded in a belief that the full power of the executive must be restored in order to 
prevail in the War on Terrorism.63 Leaving the Congress and the Courts in its wake, however, is at 
least politically flawed and may provoke a reaction from these bodies that ultimately cuts back on 
presidential powers.

Supporters of the Administration, on the other hand, laud the resurgence of presidential power 
and maintain that the Administration’s approach is merely a corrective action necessary to reverse the 
erosion of presidential prerogatives in recent decades. According to this view, the Administration’s 
approach is to be admired as a model in presidential leadership,

To achieve all this, Bush staged one of the most impressive exercises of presidential power in modern times. 
He used all the tools at hand: the bully pulpit, TV, personal persuasion in the Oval Office, and the skillful 
deployment of top officials in his administration. And, not to be underestimated, there was sheer presidential 
bullheadedness. When a president takes a firm and defensible position and doesn’t flinch, he normally prevails. 
. . .One telling result of Bush’s full-throttle use of his presidency was a far greater percentage of Democratic 
support for his congressional war resolution than the elder President Bush won in 1991 after Iraq had invaded 
Kuwait.64 

 Is President Bush’ leadership vis-à-vis Iraq firm, resolute leadership appropriate to the national 
security challenges inherent in fighting the security threats facing the United States in the twenty-first 
century or imperial presidential overreach, that if continued, will ultimately lead to a failed strategy 
for fighting the War on Terrorism? The historical record indicates that policy is strengthened when 
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each branch understands its proper role, powers, and limitations in foreign policy. An analysis of 
the case of the war in Iraq suggests that both branches have fallen short of this ideal. 

CONCLUSION

The American republic’s very essence lies in its allocation of power across the political system. 
The Founders envisioned a struggle for power between actors enabled with competing powers 
to keep each other in check. That such struggles continue is a testament to the continued viability 
of the founding blueprint. In the current political environment, the backdrop of national security 
seems to present an obstacle to the balanced interplay of the President, Congress, and the Courts. 
But the Founders’ institutional design was undertaken with a realistic expectation that national 
security matters could be at the heart of power plays among the government elite placed in each of 
three empowered branches. Liberty could not be forfeited, the Founders assumed, unless key actors 
chose not to employ their countervailing power to preserve it. Security, meanwhile, would depend 
on the adoption of an effective strategy for victory. At the early stages of the “Long War,” balancing 
the quest for security with the preservation of liberty requires a collaborative employment of the 
national security powers that the President, Congress, and the Courts share.

Effective conduct of national security policy depends on understanding one’s power, its limits, 
and the recognition that other actors’ actions also shape the policy battlefield. Successful national 
security policy exploits the institutional competencies that the Framers designed into the American 
political system. Coordinated efforts that link the President’s national security policy initiatives with 
Congress’ unique capacity to vet the policy, educate the public, and ultimately lend its support are 
more likely to lead to successful strategy. Such policy must also withstand the scrutiny of the Courts 
empowered to rein in the President or Congress when either entity oversteps its allocation of power. 
Successful policy implementation, furthermore, is reliant on competent executive decisionmaking, 
efficient bureaucratic processes and the keen oversight of lawmakers, the media, and the American 
people.
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CHAPTER 6

NATIONAL MILITARY STRATEGIES: 1990 TO 2007
 

Richard M. Meinhart

 The five Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff since 1990—Generals Powell (1989-1993), 
 Shalikashvili (1993-1997), Shelton (1997-2001), Myers (2001-2005), and Pace (2005-2007)—used an 
unclassified national military strategy to provide advice on the military’s strategic direction to the 
President and Secretary of Defense and communicated that direction to Congress and the American 
people. The Chairman’s responsibilities as the nation’s senior military advisor to provide this 
strategic advice, along with many other tasks, are specified in Title 10 U.S. Code. These increased 
responsibilities were a result of the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act (GNA), considered to be the most 
significant piece of defense legislation since the National Security Defense Act of 1947 that established 
the Defense Department.1 The GNA was the result of almost 4 years of somewhat contentious 
dialogue and debate among Congress, military leaders, the defense intellectual community, and 
the Reagan administration on how best to organize the Defense Department to strengthen civilian 
authority, improve military advice to civilian leaders, provide for more efficient use of resources, 
and better execute in the field to respond to the nation’s security challenges.2 
 While this chapter will discuss the strategic environment each Chairman faced in more detail 
as it analyzes these four strategies, the first three Chairmen were challenged by an environment 
that began with the Gulf War and continued with an increasing number of other regional military 
operations across the spectrum of conflict as the decade progressed. They had to meet these 
challenges while accommodating slowing declining financial resources and a Cold War equipped 
force reduced by about one-third. Since 2000, and particularly after September 2001, the last 
two Chairmen faced different security challenges dominated by the focus on terrorism, as most 
evidenced by the wars in Afghanistan and in Iraq, while needing to simultaneously transform by 
developing future capabilities to achieve the vision of full spectrum dominance. They had to meet 
these challenges with greater financial resources, better technology, and with a greater reliance 
on activating Reserve forces to meet operational force requirements.3 The four national military 
strategies were the key formal way each Chairman advised the nation’s leaders on how best to meet 
these challenges, which are summarized in Figure 1.

1990s 2000s

Regional competition and threats Global War on Terror 
Gulf War Iraq and Afghanistan
Greater number of military operations Continued global engagements
Declining financial and personnel resources Increasing financial resources
Need to integrate technology Need to transform to capabilities 
Robust overseas bases and deployed force Less global infrastructure and forces 
Well maintained Cold War equipment Updated but worn equipment 

 
Figure 1. Chairmen’s Strategic Environment.

 This chapter will focus on the Chairmen’s leadership challenges since 1990, and how they 
developed and used four different national military strategies in 1992, 1995, 1997, and 2004 to 
respond to those challenges. This chapter describes in broad terms the strategic environment 
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facing each Chairman, as it formed the basis for his subsequent military strategy. Then each of the 
strategies’ key components, which were organized around an ends, ways and means construct, will 
be examined. The assertion is that formal direction provided by these strategies was an important 
aspect of each Chairman’s leadership legacy. Since each military strategy was part of and perhaps 
the key integrating component of an overall strategic planning system, the chapter begins by briefly 
examining this planning system’s integrating nature and other key characteristics. 

JOINT STRATEGIC PLANNING SYSTEM

 The Chairman’s strategic planning system integrates the processes and documents of the people 
and organizations above him (President, Secretary of Defense, and National Security Council) and 
the people and organizations with which he directly coordinates (Services, Agencies, and Combatant 
Commanders). The Chairman has no control over any significant defense resources (Secretary of 
Defense, Services, and Agencies control resources) or direct control of operational military forces 
(Combatant Commanders control operational forces); however, orders to those forces flow through 
the Chairman. The Chairman formally influences his civilian leaders and those with whom he 
coordinates through the processes and documents developed from this strategic planning system. 
In addition to influencing leaders, this planning system provides insights and specific direction 
for the many staffs that support these leaders. As such, the Chairman’s Joint Strategic Planning 
System formally evolved four times during this 16-year period in 1990, 1993, 1997, and 1999. It is 
the Chairman’s key system that integrates the Nation’s strategy, plans, and resources that consist 
by FY 2007 of approximately 2.2 million active, guard, and reserve forces and total defense outlays 
of $572B.4 

1989 Status.

 Prior to 1990 there were 10 rather large and primarily classified strategic planning products 
that were described as voluminous, somewhat stove-piped, and highly bureaucratic, but this was 
indicative of strategic planning products produced in the late 1980s.5 The Senate Armed Services 
Committee called this style of strategic planning ineffective, and the former Chief of Naval Opera-
tions, in remarking on a strategic planning document, stated it was “. . . almost as valueless to read 
as it was fatiguing to write. . . . a synthesis of mutually contradictory positions that the guidance 
they gave was minimal.”6 Chairman Powell recognized these deficiencies and streamlined the 
system when he published Memorandum of Policy No. 7 on 30 January 1990.7 

1990 Change.

 The 1990 change added a front-end leader’s guidance while eliminating or combining many other 
documents as ten planning products were reduced to four. The front-end guidance was designed 
to be documented through a formal joint strategy review for “. . . gathering information, raising 
issues, and facilitating the integration of strategy, operational planning and program assessments,” 
that culminated with publishing Chairman’s Guidance.8 This concise document (6 to 10 pages) was 
structured to provide the principal, initial direction to develop the planning system’s next three 
documents: the National	Military	Strategy	Document,	Joint	Strategic	Capabilities	Plan	(JSCP), and the 
Chairman’s Program Assessment. The classified National Military Strategy Document (NMSD) was to be 
developed under a rigid 2-year cycle with several parts, one of which was a National Military Strategy. 
In addition, there were seven functional annexes added to this document, such as intelligence and 
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research and development that in total comprised hundreds of more pages. The part of the NMSD 
called the National Military Strategy (also classified) would be sent to the Secretary of Defense for 
review and forwarded to the President for approval before returning to influence defense resource 
guidance. 

1993 Change. 

 Chairman Powell again revised this planning system in March 1993 by publishing the first change 
to his earlier Memorandum of Policy No. 7.9 This change essentially codified what was executed in 
previous years rather that designing a new system as had been done in 1990. This revised system 
included the following guidance: Place more focus on long-range planning by requiring formal 
environmental scanning to determine what challenges the strategy needed to consider; issue the 
National Military Strategy as an unclassified document designed to communicate with the American 
people rather than providing internal military direction; establish a Joint Planning Document to 
sharpen the Chairman’s advice to the Secretary of Defense on how to resource the strategy; and 
keep the JSCP, which directs plans to implement that strategy in the field, the same. 

1997 Change. 

 Chairman Shalikashvili made the next revision to the strategic planning system in September 
1997 when he published a Chairman Joint Chiefs of Staff Instruction 3100.01.10 This instruction 
again reflected changes he instituted in prior years rather that formally changing the system before 
execution. He kept the national military strategy as an unclassified document produced in a flexible 
manner that looked out about five years, but he added the 1996 Joint Vision 2010 to provide longer 
range direction not covered by his strategy. He also added the Chairman’s Program Recommendation 
to provide leader-focused resource advice to implement both the strategy and vision. Again, the 
JSCP was left unchanged.

1999 Change. 

 Chairman Shelton made the final formal change to the strategic planning system in September 
1999.11 He did not change any major processes or products. Instead, he placed more focus on Theater 
Engagement Plans to integrate the strategy’s shape component and on implementing the 1996 Joint 
Vision to better support the strategy’s prepare component. This vision process involved identifying 
specific 21st Century security challenges and the desired operational capabilities to meet those 
challenges, all of which provided joint direction to conduct operational experiments and influence 
resource decisions. Overall, this process change resulted in improvements to better execute the 
national military strategy. These four changes from 1989 to 1999 are portrayed in Figure 2.12
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Figure 2. Evolution of Strategic Planning System, 1989 -99.

1999-2005. 

 While Chairman Myers made no official changes to the 1999 operating instruction that describes 
the strategic planning system, the formal system has not been completely followed since the early 
2000s. In execution, General Myers published three new strategy-related documents, kept four 
existing planning products to include the unclassified national military strategy, and cancelled the 
separate vision and staff-resource advice products. The three new strategy-related products he added 
were: a classified 2002 and later 2005 National Military Strategic Plan for the War on Terrorism to provide 
more guidance to the military’s effort to execute the nation’s strategies associated with terrorism; 
a classified Chairman’s Risk Assessment that identified to Congress the strategic and military risk to 
execute the national military strategy; and Joint Operating Concepts in 2003, which were revised to 
the Capstone Concept for Joint Operations in 2005. These last two documents identified future concepts 
and capabilities associated with implementing the vision of full spectrum dominance that was now 
embedded in the 2004 National Military Strategy. 

2005-2007 Status. 

 During General Pace’s tenure as Chairman from 2005 to 2007, no formal changes were made 
to the joint strategic planning system although coordination of a draft instruction was initiated to 
formally and holistically integrate the many changes made in execution.13 From a strategy perspective 
General Pace did not change the 2004 National Military Strategy inherited from his predecessor 
although a biannual review and risk assessment were conducted for 2006 as specified in U.S. Code. 
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However, in 2006 he published three military strategies on specific subjects that were subordinate 
to the 2004 National Military Strategy. These strategies, the subject readily determined by their titles, 
were as follows: National Military Strategic Plan for the War on Terrorism, National Military Strategy to 
Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction and the National Military Strategy for Cyberspace Operations. 

On 31 July 2007, the new Chairman, Admiral Mullen, in formally responding to a Senate Armed 
Services’ question on the appropriateness of the 2004 National Military Strategy for his confirmation 
indicated that its three military objectives: “. . . were broadly developed to remain relevant to the 
complexities of the emerging security environment . . . and [he] would submit an updated assessment 
in February 2008 as required by Title 10 Section 153(d).”14 Furthermore, in his guidance to the Joint 
Staff in October 2007, Admiral Mullen identified the need for a strategy to manage the U.S. military 
presence in the Middle East.15 These two responses by the new Chairman provide insight to his 
focus on military strategy.

All of these Chairmen’s changes incrementally resulted in the strategic planning system evolving 
from being rigid and Cold War focused at the decade’s start to being more flexible, vision oriented, 
and resource focused at the decade’s end. After 2000, the strategic planning system was more 
focused on the many diverse facets associated with the War on Terrorism and identifying joint 
force capabilities. Throughout this 17-year period with its changing national security challenges, 
the unclassified National Military Strategy remained the Chairman’s planning system keystone 
document. Figure 3 is a way to envision this strategy’s importance for the entire strategic planning 
system, along with what it directs or informs related to resources, concepts, and plans in 2005.16

Figure 3. Strategy—Foundation for all Major Processes.
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NATIONAL MILITARY STRATEGIES (1989, 1992, 1995, 1999, AND 2004) 

1989 National Military Strategy Document.

 At the beginning of 1990, the formal manner by which the Chairman advised the President and 
the Secretary of Defense on the strategic direction of the Armed Forces was via a classified and 
rather voluminous National Military Strategy Document (NMSD) and a shorter classified National 
Military Strategy that was part of this document. Admiral Crowe published these in 1989 to provide 
guidance for the resource time frame of FY 92 to 97. The process to produce this strategy was also 
formally linked to the Defense Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System. Hence, this was the 
strategy and planning processes that General Powell inherited. 
 The classified 1989 National Military Strategy Document included chapters dedicated to subjects 
such as: national military objectives, national military strategy, appraisal of U.S. defense policy, 
intelligence appraisal, fiscally constrained force levels, net assessment options and risk evaluation.17 
In addition to this basic document, there were seven separate classified annexes on functional 
subjects that supported the strategy in subjects such as intelligence; research and development; 
and command, control and communications. The size of some of these annexes exceeded the basic 
document itself as one annex alone had 11 chapters, 13 tables, and 15 tabs. The 1989 strategy focused 
on the Cold War and the Soviet Union and articulated the military element in many of the worldwide 
alliances, such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. This strategy, which was underpinned 
with a robust nuclear deterrent, included a forward defense with many forces deployed forward, 
particularly in Europe and Korea, which were then backed up by rapid reinforcement to dispersed 
operating bases in many nations. 

1992 National Military Strategy.

 The demise of the Soviet Union, a broad retreat from ideological support of communism, and 
an inclusive international coalition that reversed Iraqi aggression in Kuwait characterized the 
strategic environment that influenced the 1992 strategy.18 On the positive side, democracy was 
growing in many parts of the world. On the negative side, regional conflicts, animosities, and 
weapons proliferation that the bi-polar world and Cold War had previously constrained now had 
the potential to intensify. In essence this was the new world order, which was a concept articulated 
by the President Bush in his 11 September 1990 speech to a joint session of Congress and repeated 
many times later.19 
 The 1992 strategy, which was unclassified and only 27 pages long, was a complete change from 
the previous one in clarity, conciseness, and strategic direction. While this strategy was published 
in January 1992, its roots can be traced to the President’s National Security Strategy, the Secretary of 
Defense’s policies in his Defense Planning Guidance and Annual Report to the President and the Congress, 
and General Powell’s development of the Base Force. This strategy represented a “. . . shift from 
containing the spread of communism and deterring Soviet aggression to a more diverse, flexible 
strategy that is regionally oriented and capable of responding to the challenges of this decade.”20 
In essence, this was the most fundamental change in the U.S. military strategy since the global 
containment strategy and Cold War that began in the 1950s. The military’s primary objective was 
now focused on deterring and fighting regional wars rather than containing a superpower rival.
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 This strategy was based on the United States providing leadership to promote global peace and 
security. It was built on the following four foundations: Strategic Deterrence and Defense, which 
consisted of a credible nuclear deterrent composed of offensive and defensive capabilities; Forward 
Presence, which consisted of forces continually stationed or deployed worldwide; Crisis Response, 
which was the ability to respond quickly to more than one regional crisis; and Reconstitution, which 
involved the ability to mobilize personnel, equipment, and the industrial base to rebuild military 
strength. The strategy also specified eight strategic principles that reinforced those four foundations. 
They were: readiness, collective security, arms control, maritime and aerospace superiority, strategic 
agility, power projection, technological superiority, and decisive force. In concluding, the strategy 
described how to employ forces and listed the broad military force structure, called the “Base Force,” 
to implement the strategy. 
 This Base Force, which was determined earlier, was broadly composed of strategic nuclear forces, 
Army divisions, Navy ships, Marine expeditionary forces, and Air Force fighter wing equivalents. 
When compared to the 1991 force structure, the Base Force was significantly smaller by the following 
representative systems or organizations: 460 missiles and 16 nuclear submarines from the strategic 
forces; 4 active and 2 Army Guard Divisions; 80 naval ships and 3 Carrier Battle Groups; and 7 
Active and 1 Reserve Air Force Fighter Wing Equivalents.21 The strategy clearly conveyed to the 
American people, one of the main target audiences if not the most important, why they needed a 
military and in what size. The American people and Congress were clamoring for a peace dividend 
as the end of the Cold War sank in and the euphoria of the 1991 DESERT STORM victory ended.
 This strategy’s coordination was different than the bureaucratic coordination of other strategic 
planning documents on the Joint Staff, which illustrated the flexibility in strategic planning General 
Powell achieved. The strategy, which had undergone a few variations and was interrupted by 
operational necessity (Gulf War and Soviet internal turmoil) from its conceptual beginnings in 1990 
to the end of 1991, was finally published in January 1992. It did not go through a disciplined two-
year cycle with its associated annexes and formal assessments as specified by the planning system’s 
instructions, but more quickly reacted to the strategic environment and Chairman’s leadership 
needs. A Joint Staff Officer, Harry Rothman, who was part of the process, gave credit to General 
Powell’s personal relationships and strategic vision of the world that broke down the impediments 
resident in formal planning processes. He stated that “. . . people and not the process were more 
important in the forging of the new strategy.”22 General Powell spent considerable energy convincing 
other senior leaders and converting them to his broad views rather than conducting the detailed 
coordination at junior or mid levels that usually influenced the document’s content. 
 One other significant aspect about this strategy was the foreword to the document, which 
illustrated General Powell’s leadership style that combined boldness and humility. The foreword 
boldly stated that the strategy was his advice, in consultation with other members of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff and commanders of unified and specified commands, and that he presented it to fulfill his 
responsibility under the GNA to provide such advice. Humbly and emphasizing civilian control 
of the military, the foreword also stated that in determining this strategy he listened to his civilian 
leadership, as the strategy clearly implemented the President’s and Secretary of Defense’s policies. 
Clearly, as the first Chairman totally under the GNA, General Powell created a leadership legacy 
in this strategy’s style and substance, as it was the first unclassified strategy signed by a Chairman. 
Lorna Jaffe in her detailed examination of the Base Force’s development (a key part of the strategy), 
concluded that Powell fully used the enhanced authority of the GNA and stated: 

While he hoped to win the Services to his point of view, he did not aim for either bureaucratic consensus 
through staff work or corporate consensus through JCS meetings. He never asked the Service Chiefs to vote on 
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either the Base Force or recommending to the Secretary and the President adoption of a new strategy [NMS]. 
Rather, he thought it was more important to win the Secretary’s approval.23

1995 National Military Strategy.

 The strategic environment at this time was centered on an unsettled world that exhibited 
both opportunities and threats.24 The following characterized this world: regional instability as 
evidenced by conflict in the Balkans, Somalia, and Rwanda; concern about the possible proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction to hostile regional groups or terrorists from the Soviet Union’s 
breakup; transnational dangers associated with fleeing refugees, diseases, and crime syndicates; 
and dangers to nations undergoing transition to democratic reform, particularly those in the former 
Soviet Union. The strategy developed to respond to these challenges was one of two produced 
by General Shalikashvili. These strategies looked very similar to General Powell’s in style, but in 
direction were very different in a few key areas.
 The 1995 strategy took guidance from the President’s National Security Strategy of Engagement 
and Enlargement and defined the military’s two simple main objectives -- promote stability and 
thwart aggression. While the thwart aggression was embedded in the 1992 strategy, the promote 
stability objective was fundamentally different than the 1992 strategy. The 1995 strategy described 
a more active use of the military globally to promote stability rather than to react to instances of 
instability. To achieve these two objectives the 1995 strategy defined three components: (1) peacetime 
engagement, which was the broad range of non-combat activities to promote democracy, relieve 
suffering and enhance overall regional stability; (2) deterrence and conflict prevention, which 
ranged from conflict’s high end represented by nuclear deterrence to conflict’s low end represented 
by peace enforcement to restore stability, security, and international law; and (3) fight and win, 
which the strategy described as the military’s foremost responsibility and defined as the ability to 
fight and win two major regional contingencies. In essence, the military was expected to become 
more engaged in conflict prevention to include missions such as peacekeeping, peace enforcement, 
and nation assistance; missions not mentioned in the 1992 strategy.
 The National Military Strategy also identified the military forces necessary to execute the strategy, 
but earlier work by the Secretary of Defense’s Bottom-Up Review had actually determined the 
force structure outside the formal strategy development process. While the military missions were 
growing in non-combat areas, the force structure was decreasing from the 1992 Base Force. For 
example, active Army divisions declined by two, the Air Force lost six fighter wings, and Navy 
combatant ships went from 450 to 346.25 In addition, reconstitution, defined in the 1992 strategy as 
forming, training, and fielding new fighting units along with activating the industrial base, dropped 
out of the 1995 strategy altogether. Hence, maintaining readiness became ever more important as the 
force became smaller and was used more frequently. This readiness focus was greatly emphasized 
by Chairman Shalikashvili, as he used words related to readiness in his annual Posture Statements 
to Congress with significantly greater frequency than Chairman Powell.26 
 This strategy’s development was significantly different than the 1992 strategy, as it followed 
the more flexible processes and overall structure outlined in the 1993 instructions that changed 
the planning systems. The strategy included information summarized from another strategic 
planning product, the joint strategy review, and reflected the conceptual outline as defined 
in the 1993 memorandum.27 This illustrated that formal processes, as well as people, drove this 
strategy’s development. This also reflected General Shalikashvili’s leadership style, which could 
be characterized as using interpersonal skills to develop and value consensus and using strategic 
planning processes to help achieve and implement that consensus.28 In addition, since this strategy 
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was similar in style to the previous one, an existing strategic planning process could more easily 
produce an evolutionary vice revolutionary product. 

1997 National Military Strategy.

 Opportunities and threats again characterized the strategic environment in 1997.29 The 
opportunities were the lower threshold of global war and the potential for a more peaceful world. 
The four principal threats this strategy identified were: (1) regional dangers as primarily represented 
by Iran, Iraq, and North Korea; (2) asymmetric challenges as represented by state or non-state actors 
to include terrorists that might possess weapons of mass destruction; (3) transnational dangers such 
as extremism, ethnic or religious disputes, crime, and refugee flows; and (4) wild cards that could 
arise from unexpected world or technology events as yet undefined or by a synergistic combination 
of the other three threats. 
 To respond to these challenges, the strategy centered on concepts described by the three simple 
words of shape, respond, and prepare. These words and concepts were more broadly articulated for 
all elements of a nation’s power in the President’s May 1997 National Security Strategy and also 
used in the Secretary of Defense’s May 1997 Quadrennial Defense Review. In integrating advice from 
the President and Secretary of Defense these words took the following meaning in the military 
strategy: “U.S. Armed Forces advance national security by applying military power to Shape the 
international environment and Respond to the full spectrum of crisis, while we Prepare Now for an 
uncertain future.”30 
 The 1997 NMS built on the work of the previous strategy, but was different in four main areas. 
First, it more specifically identified the asymmetric and wild card threats, which in hindsight could 
conceptually reflect the characteristics of the al Qaeda organization and the subsequent 9/11 attacks 
four years later. Second, it strongly made the case for why the military needed to be involved 
with shaping the international environment. While doing so, it clearly emphasized the warfighting 
aspect when it stated: “Our Armed Forces’ foremost task is to fight and win our Nation’s wars.”31 
Third, it identified the force structure to execute the strategy in greater detail than previously, which 
may have been a way for the Chairman to more definitively specify needed force structure. For 
example, the strategy now identified the required numbers of: Army Corps, cavalry regiments and 
National Guard enhanced brigades; naval attack submarines and amphibious groups; and defense 
department civilians, Coast Guard personnel and special operations forces. Fourth, in preparing 
for the future, the strategy established an early foundation for the current joint force and defense 
transformation when it identified the characteristics for a multi-mission, joint, and interoperable 
force. This was clearly the greatest joint focus of any military strategy to date.
 This strategy was also developed within the strategic planning process. It relied on two other 
1996 strategic planning documents. The Joint Strategy Review influenced the strategy’s strategic 
environment assessment, and the section that covered preparing for the future leveraged the concepts 
identified in the 1996 Joint Vision 2010. Since the strategy came out in September, a short time after 
the President’s May National Security Strategy and the Secretary of Defense’s first Quadrennial Defense 
Review, it illustrated the interconnectivity and strong collaboration that existed among the military 
and civilian leadership in the National Security Council, Secretary of Defense, and Joint Chiefs of 
Staff. While General Shalikashvili signed this strategy in his last month as Chairman, it was fully 
coordinated with General Shelton, the announced incoming Chairman. 
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2004 National Military Strategy.

 Prior to the publication of the National Military Strategy in 2004, the nation experienced a 
dramatic change in the strategic environment that started with the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, and included the strategic response of Operation ENDURING FREEDOM (Afghanistan) 
in October 2001 and Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (Iraq) in March 2003. In essence the military 
was fully engaged in the War on Terrorism in these two countries as well as in others. A defense 
strategy being written in concert with this military strategy placed the persistent and emerging 
security challenges the United States faced into four categories of traditional, irregular, catastrophic, 
and disruptive.32 A traditional challenge was more associated with states employing well formed 
militaries and systems that typified the massive state-on-state warfare characteristic of World War 
I and World War II. Irregular challenges reflected unconventional methods used by both state 
and non-state entities against a stronger state, or somewhat akin to what occurred during parts of 
the Vietnam War. Catastrophic challenges focused on terrorist or rogue use of weapons of mass 
destruction or methods producing WMD-like effects, which reflected concerns identified in the 1997 
strategy. The last category was disruptive, which described competitors making a breakthrough by 
technological means to overcome the United State’s advantage in a particular operational domain. 
This last category reflected aspects of the 21st century environment that previous strategies had not 
considered.
 This military strategy amplified these four broad defense challenges when it specified three 
key aspects of the environment that had unique military implications. These three aspects were 
under the headings: a wider range of adversaries; a more complex and distributed battlespace; 
and technology diffusion and access. The wider range of adversaries aspect ran the gamut from 
established or rogue states to non-state organizations, such as crime syndicates or terrorists 
networks and finally to individuals. The complex battlespace aspect included: the entire globe, 
whether in urban or desolated areas; defined physical space or cyber space; or in foreign states or 
the U.S. homeland. Emphasis on the U.S. homeland was unique to this strategy. The technology 
diffusion aspect reflected the global availability and easy access to civilian dual-use technologies 
that determined adversaries could adapt for military use. The last aspect was again very different 
than seen in previous military strategies. 
 To meet these challenges, the military strategy again built directly on defense objectives, as it 
defined three key supporting military objectives. These three military objectives were organized 
around three simple words of: protect, prevent and prevail. They were simply defined as: “protect 
the United States against external attacks and aggression; prevent conflict and surprise attack; and 
prevail against adversaries.”33 
 To achieve these objectives, this strategy made no reference to specific force structure as had 
previous military strategies. Instead, it emphasized the desired attributes, functions, and capabilities 
for a joint force. However, it also supported what came to be called a 1-4-2-1 force sizing construct 
that appeared in the defense strategy. The 1-4-2-1 construct postulated that the U.S. military needed 
to accomplish the following: defend the homeland (1), deter forward in and from four regions (4); 
conduct two overlapping defeat campaigns (2); and win decisively in one campaign (1).34 Overall, 
this force structure approach provided great flexibility for future force structure changes in concert 
with a capability- vice threat-based approach, and it clearly had the greatest joint focus to date of 
any military strategy. 
 The process to produce this strategy was very different from the other three strategies in many 
ways. A draft of the strategy was produced in 2002 to integrate the advice of the post 9/11 2001 
Defense Quadrennial Review and the 2002 National Security Strategy. However there was some question 
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whether an unclassified National Military Strategy was needed. For example, a defense strategy was 
published as part of the QDR, the Chairman provided military specific advice by the 2002 classified 
National Military Strategic Plan for the War on Terrorism, and he provided unclassified operational 
military advice in 2003 through the Joint Operations Concepts. However, Congress cleared up any 
ambiguity that existed when it passed the 2004 National Defense Authorization Act. This Act 
required the Chairman to produce a detailed report that is a biennial review of the National Military 
Strategy in eight specific areas to include the strategic and military risks inherent in the strategy.35 
This amendment to existing U.S. Code involving the Chairman’s responsibilities is an example of 
Congress performing its oversight role. If Congress is not satisfied with the information it receives, 
it will pass legislation that is then more specific on “what” the Chairman needs to provide. 
 The actual writing of the 2004 military strategy followed a very integrated and parallel path as 
the Vice Director of Strategy, Plans and Policy on the Joint Staff stated: “So we’ve worked hand in 
glove with the Secretary of Defense’s staff in developing both of these documents.”36 The Defense 
Staff focused on writing a national defense strategy, the first time this was done as a separate 
unclassified document, and the Joint Staff focused on writing a national military strategy. As such, 
one sees the military strategy directly referencing a national defense strategy in many of its sections, 
which reflects this close collaboration to ensure synchronization and alignment. While the military 
strategy was completed in 2004 and copies could be located on the internet, it was officially released 
at a March 18, 2005, press conference when the Under Secretary Defense for Policy and Joint Staff 
Vice Director of Strategy, Plans and Policy discussed the National Defense Strategy and National 
Military Strategy together.37 

CONCLUSION

 The National Military Strategy is the keystone document of an overarching strategic planning 
system that enabled the Chairman as the nation’s senior military advisor to execute his formal 
leadership responsibilities specified by Congress in Title 10 U.S. Code. Since 1990, each of these four 
strategies identified the broad military ends, ways, and means that were needed to meet the nation’s 
security challenges identified by the President in his National Security Strategy and integrated advice 
by the Secretary of Defense from other documents, which now include a National Defense Strategy. 
The unclassified nature of the military strategy and its completion by the Chairman to integrate 
this civilian advice was a leadership legacy started by Chairman Powell that continues today. Most 
importantly, this strategy directly communicates to Congress and the American people the need for 
a military, what that military will do, and how it will do it to provide for our nation’s security. It 
essentially creates a compact between the military and the American people that is so important in 
today’s volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous global security environment. 
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CHAPTER 7

SECURING AMERICA FROM ATTACK: 
THE DEFENSE DEPARTMENT’S EVOLVING ROLE AFTER 9/11

Frank L. Jones

 At 8:46 a.m. on September 11, 2001, a clear, sunny day on the East Coast, an American Airlines 
plane loaded with passengers, crew and thousands of gallons of fuel slammed into the 110-story 
north tower of World Trade Center in downtown Manhattan, exploding in a massive inferno. 
Seventeen minutes later, a second airplane, this time a United Airlines flight, crashed into the Center’s 
twin south tower, igniting another firestorm. President George W. Bush, traveling in Florida, was 
informed of the incidents and immediately departed for the capital. Before leaving, he made a brief 
statement at 9:30 a.m. confirming that the planes were part of “an apparent terrorist attack” on the 
United States. Less than 10 minutes after he spoke, a third airliner crashed into the U.S. Department 
of Defense (DoD) headquarters, more commonly known as the Pentagon, setting off an enormous 
fire causing hundreds of casualties; jet fuel literally ran down the corridors. The events did not 
end there. Shortly after 10:00 a.m., a fourth airliner plummeted to earth in a field just outside rural 
Shanksville, Pennsylvania, before it could reach its intended target, the result of a heroic effort by 
the passengers to prevent another horrific act from occurring.1

In a matter of less than 2 hours, both the World Trade Center’s towers had collapsed, an 
unimaginable event, and nearly 3,000 people were killed. Manhattan was a storm of dust, ash, and 
debris. After the Pentagon attack, the Federal Aviation Administration, for the first time in U.S. 
history, shut down the nation’s airspace, ordering all airborne planes to land immediately at the 
nearest airport. In their place, U.S. fighter jets streaked into the sky above the nation, their pilots 
ordered to shoot down any aircraft that did not comply. The horrific events of the morning now 
surpassed the nation’s most famous day of infamy: the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 60 years 
earlier.2 

The terrorist attacks were stunning not only in the tragedy they produced, but also as 
demonstrations of the creative lengths to which enemies of the United States could go to use 
everyday technology as weapons of mass destruction (WMD) against us. The capacity to wreck 
havoc of this magnitude was not unexpected for the signs of such an attempt had been foretold 
through a series of earlier events, both at home and overseas, including the 1993 World Trade 
Center bombing and an attack on the U.S. Navy destroyer Cole in Yemen in which dozens of crew 
members were killed or injured. What was startling to many Americans was the inability of the 
U.S. Government agencies to discern and prevent such a clever use of civilian aircraft. It was, as 
one of the commissions established to investigate the incident ominously warned, “a failure of 
imagination” on the part of the government.3 These words also signaled that protecting the United 
States from further attack would be neither simple nor immediate despite the best intentions of U.S. 
Government leaders. 

Years before the catastrophic events of September 11, 2001, various commissions established by 
the U.S. Congress urged the President and other officials to place substantial emphasis on improving 
the security of the United States against terrorist attack through increased resources, organizational 
redesign, and enhanced coordination among federal, state, and local governments.4 Unfortunately, 
September 11, 2001 would not only represent a distressing event in American history, it would take 
this tragedy to catalyze the governments and the private sector in the United States to undertake 
such a massive concerted effort to prevent such an attack from recurring. However, there was always 
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the nagging realization that such an event could happen again, and if so, then the public and private 
sector needed to be prepared to respond to the consequences. Such an expectation had been noted 
decades before when President Calvin Coolidge gave voice to those fears in an address delivered 
before the American Legion convention in Omaha, Nebraska, on October 6, 1925. “In spite of all the 
arguments in favor of great military forces, no nation ever had an army large enough to guarantee 
it against attack in time of peace or to ensure victory in time of war.”5 Nonetheless, as the preamble 
to the U.S. Constitution underscores, it is the duty of the U.S. Government to “insure the domestic 
tranquility” and “provide for the common defense.” Mindful of this obligation, U.S. Government 
leaders initiated a number of actions to respond to this exceedingly complex mission. 

The attacks on the United States forced President George W. Bush and other administration 
officials to concentrate intently on the possibility of threats to the U.S. homeland. For DoD officials, 
there was recognition that the country had become, to use military parlance, a “battlespace.” There 
was an immediate refocusing from programs spending millions of dollars to develop a high-tech 
missile shield to prevent a ballistic missile attack by another state to fundamental concerns about 
a growing non-state threat. Thus, DoD would be given domestic duties to fight terrorism at home 
because as then Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz explained, “The government is just not 
organized to deal with catastrophes on that scale, and when we do have catastrophes on that scale 
we inevitably end up turning to the military.” There were skeptics nonetheless who contended that 
the military would embrace this mission as it would justify force structure and increase the defense 
budget, while Republican politicians would view it as an ironclad rationale for promoting national 
missile defense as a component of overall homeland defense.6 More reflective thinkers recognized 
that defending the U.S. homeland against terrorism required a new paradigm—a new structure 
for meeting a more ambiguous challenge. The Pentagon no longer had to sell the idea of homeland 
defense politically. The issue now was how to make it work.”7

The first response to this challenge was conventional with the president ordering a retaliatory 
strike on Afghanistan, which was harboring the Al-Qaeda terrorist leaders who had planned the 
suicide attack on Manhattan and Washington, and where this terrorist group had training camps. 
Nonetheless, there was no major overhaul of U.S. military forces nor was there a significant 
reallocation of funds to homeland defense missions, which had not even been defined. The 2001 
Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), presented to Congress in early October, largely upheld 
traditional thinking although it claimed that homeland defense was the Pentagon’s highest priority. 
This document continued to stress U.S. advantages in space, information and power projection as 
well as the future of its nuclear arsenal. The underlying warfighting concept remained focused 
on combat with nation-states, emphasizing regime change in one war and repelling an aggressor 
in another.8 One critic said the thinking remains “full speed ahead with the status quo,” while 
Andrew Krepinevich, the executive director of the Center of Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 
a Washington, DC think tank, complained that the QDR was a “thematic” document that called for 
transformation but provided no specifics on how this is to be accomplished. He was perplexed as to the 
Secretary of Defense’s public statements that while the priority is on homeland defense, intelligence 
and other features for the changed strategic environment, new fighter jet programs remained the 
major acquisition programs.9 Krepinevich’s observation was astute. Although Rumsfeld heralded 
an ambitious program for transforming the military, the changes were marginal. The Department 
had already begun to deflect any serious responsibility for this new mission by declaring in the 
QDR that the September 11 attacks made clear that “the Department of Defense does not and cannot 
have the sole responsibility for homeland security.” The only concession mentioned expressly was 
to consider establishing a new combatant commander for homeland defense.10 In the White House, 
other actions were occurring at a more rapid pace. The President signed Executive Order 13228 on 
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October 8, 2001, that established the post of Assistant to the President for Homeland Security in the 
Executive Office of the President as well as a Homeland Security Council, modeled on the National 
Security Council, which had existed since 1947. 

The creation of this post and the council required Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld to name Secretary 
of the Army, Thomas E. White as DoD’s first homeland security coordinator with responsibility for 
representing the department in council deliberations as well as interacting with the new homeland 
security advisor, a former Pennsylvania governor and member of the U.S. House of Representatives, 
Thomas J. Ridge. Pundits suggested that by naming White to the coordinator mission, the Army 
would have a pivotal role in whatever responsibility is given to the military for homeland defense. 
White added to that perception by stating: “Since the early days of our nation, the Army, both active 
and reserve, has engaged in homeland security. The Army brings enormous experience, talent and 
capabilities to this effort.”11 The rhetoric was comforting to a nation still reeling from the attacks, 
but the exact role that White would have remained unclear. Nonetheless, Rumsfeld soon delivered 
on his promise to examine whether a separate combatant command should be established for the 
purpose of securing the U.S. homeland. 

By mid-October 2001, a review of the Unified Command Plan was in progress. Rumsfeld was 
convinced that the current manner in which the armed forces were organized along regional lines 
was inappropriate to execute a global campaign against terrorism. There was considerable concern 
that transnational threats such as weapons proliferation and terrorism had not received sufficient 
attention from senior commanders and that the capability to coordinate with law enforcement 
concerning these threats from region to region was nonexistent. To fasten the military’s attention on 
homeland defense there was also extensive discussion about the creation of an Americas Command 
that would be responsible for the Western Hemisphere. In addition to this effort, the Pentagon 
leadership released the defense planning guidance for the war on terrorism that consisted of three 
goals: assail state support for terrorism, weaken its non-state support, and defend the U.S. homeland 
from additional terrorist attacks. Pentagon officials recognized that the current Unified Command 
Plan addressed the first two aims but not the third.12

By the end of 2001, Ridge and his staff were largely in place, but there were continued concerns 
by lawmakers and anti-terrorism experts that Congress needed to create a permanent homeland 
security post with a large staff and consolidate government agencies as part of it. The White House 
disagreed, arguing that Ridge could accomplish more as an adviser with the president’s mandate 
and a staff detailed from other U.S. agencies than as head of a separate bureaucracy. DoD cautiously 
adopted its new homeland defense mission. By late January 2002, Defense officials sought to pull 
National Guard troops from security duties at the nation’s airports, turning that responsibility over 
to the new Transportation Security Administration, which Congress established by law a month 
earlier. Approximately 6,000 troops were on duty at 400 airports across the United States to deter 
terrorists and reassure the public about the safety of air travel. The disengagement of the National 
Guard as a security force bespoke DoD’s view that other federal agencies as well as state and local 
governments should handle the majority of the nation’s homeland security duties. Ridge shared this 
view and declared that federal funding would be made available for this purpose. Secretary White 
endorsed Ridge’s priorities, stating publicly that the military should have a limited role in guarding 
the borders and policing airports and other potential terrorist targets in the United States. Instead, 
it should concentrate on Afghanistan and other areas of the world. Additionally, National Guard 
troops assisting in border security in some states should be relieved of this duty also. Meanwhile, 
the Department of Defense was considering scaling back the air patrols the Air Force had been 
conducting over major U.S. cities and critical infrastructure locations since September 11.13 

White’s remarks and the slow pace at which bureaucratic reorganization was occurring suggested 
to one observer, former U.S. ambassador and retired U.S. Army lieutenant general Edward Rowny, 
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that there was a lack of urgency on the part of the Bush White House. Rumsfeld, however, in early 
February announced a proposal to establish a new regional command, Northern Command, to 
deal with the military component of homeland security. Rowny applauded Rumsfeld’s initiative 
but contended that more needed to be done. He recommended that the Bush administration push 
for a similar consolidation and reorganization of the intelligence, border security, and emergency 
response agencies of the federal government. He also criticized Ridge’s organization as ineffective 
because it lacked the needed tools and resources to handle a large-scale terrorist attack. Ridge, 
in Rowny’s opinion, also had insufficient authority: he could not order federal agencies to act. 
Rowny’s viewpoint was not a solitary one. Even the Bush administration recognized this deficiency, 
and in a speech at the National Press Club in Washington, DC, Ridge remarked that the President 
was considering reorganizing some federal departments and agencies, which would require 
congressional authorization.14

Meanwhile, Rumsfeld, sensing the mood of the country and particularly the Congress, 
announced in April 2002, a military reorganization designed to give higher priority to homeland 
defense against terrorist attacks by the establishment of Northern Command. The new command, 
with headquarters in Colorado Springs, Colorado, and commanded by an Air Force general, was 
tasked to oversee the defense of U.S. territory except for Hawaii and the U.S. possessions in the 
Pacific Ocean. Responsibility for these areas would belong to the existing U.S. Pacific Command. 
Northern Command would not only be responsible for the homeland defense mission, but would 
also coordinate with other federal agencies in preparing and responding to the consequences of a 
terrorist attack as well as natural and manmade disasters. Canada and Mexico would be included 
as part of the command’s regional responsibilities. 

Rumsfeld’s decision had its critics, particularly civil libertarians who were concerned about the 
use of the U.S. military for domestic security, particularly the erosion of constraints placed on the 
military by the Posse Comitatus Act, a federal law enacted after the Reconstruction in 1878, that 
prohibits the regular military from performing domestic law enforcement functions. Other critics 
expressed concern that the use of the military for domestic security and response diverted limited 
resources and weakened the military’s effectiveness to fight wars overseas.15 Almost simultaneously 
with the creation of the command, the Bush administration proposed the creation of a new executive 
branch department, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 

Rumsfeld remained determined, however, to limit the scope of DoD’s homeland defense mission. 
On May 7, 2002, testifying before the Senate Appropriations Committee, he continued to stress the 
importance of forward deterrence, that is, the prosecution of the war on terrorism abroad. Eventually, 
he turned to the subject of homeland defense and in doing so, articulated clearly and for the first 
time, the circumstances under which DoD would be involved in operations in the United States. 
First, there were extraordinary circumstances that required DoD to execute its traditional military 
missions and therefore, DoD would take the lead with support from other federal agencies. Examples 
of these missions were combat air patrols and maritime defense operations. Also included in this 
category are cases in which the president, exercising his constitutional authority as commander-in-
chief and chief executive, authorizes military action. This inherent authority, Rumsfeld pointed out, 
may only be used in instances such as terrorist attacks, where normal measures were insufficient to 
execute federal functions. The second category was more traditional: in emergency circumstances 
of a catastrophic nature. Rumsfeld offered the example of responding to an attack or assisting 
other federal agencies with natural disasters. In these cases, the department would be providing 
capabilities that other agencies did not possess. The third category he described as missions limited 
in scope, where other agencies have the lead from the outset, giving the example of security at a 
special event such as the Olympics.16 
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Rumsfeld stressed that of the three categories, the first one was homeland defense since the 
department was carrying out its primary mission of defending the people and territory of the United 
States. The other two categories were homeland security whereby other federal agencies have the 
lead and DoD lent support. He continued by justifying the need for a $14 billion supplemental 
funding request for fiscal year 2002, and an increase in fiscal year 2003 funding of $48 billion. He 
added that both were essential for the war on terrorism but made no claim that any of the funding 
would be used for homeland defense. This was understandable given his limited definition of the 
department’s role.17

He also announced that the president had approved a major revision of the Unified Command 
Plan and that one feature was the establishment of a combatant command for homeland defense, 
U.S. Northern Command at Peterson Air Force Base, Colorado. The primary missions of the new 
command were defending the United States against external threats, coordinating military support 
to civil authorities as well as responsibility for security cooperation with Canada and Mexico.18

He followed this announcement with another, stating that he had established his own interim 
Office of Homeland Defense, and his intention to establish, by summer, a permanent office in the Office 
of the Secretary of Defense. The office would ensure internal coordination of DoD policy, provide 
guidance to Northern Command regarding homeland defense and support of civil authorities, and 
coordinate with the White House’s Office of Homeland Security and other government agencies.19

Lastly, he assured the committee members that the department was conducting the study 
on the DoD role in homeland defense directed by the 2002 National Defense Authorization Act. 
Specifically, the comprehensive plan on how best to structure the Office of the Secretary of Defense 
to combat terrorism, defend the homeland, and enhance intelligence capabilities was expected to be 
completed during the summer.20 The plan was completed as promised.

Acting on the recommendations in that plan, in July 2002, Rumsfeld decided to reorganize 
the Office of the Secretary of Defense by adding the position of Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Homeland Defense based on the plan required by Congress. He selected Paul McHale, a former 
Democratic member of Congress from Pennsylvania, as the first to hold this position, pending Senate 
confirmation. One of the new assistant secretary’s responsibilities would be to serve as a liaison 
between the Department of Defense and the proposed new homeland security department.21

Weeks later, Rumsfeld found himself, along with the Secretaries of State and Treasury, and 
the Attorney General, in the midst of the Bush Administration’s controversial plan to establish a 
new homeland security department using all or parts of twenty-two existing agencies, a proposal 
that the President laid out in June. Rumsfeld and the other cabinet officials testified in support of 
the President’s plan before the House Select Committee on Homeland Security. The plan faced 
substantial opposition because the 12 committees in the House of Representatives that oversaw 
these agencies wanted to preserve their oversight responsibilities. Some standing committees of the 
House had already voted against provisions of the proposed legislation to create the department. 
The presence of the four cabinet heads before the select committee underscored not only the 
seriousness of the issue, but also the interdepartmental nature of the homeland security function 
and the domestic and international dimensions of the mission, ranging from border patrol and law 
enforcement to immigration and the issuance of visas.22 As Attorney General John Ashcroft noted, 
“America’s security requires a new approach, one nurtured by cooperation, collaboration,  and 
coordination, not compartmentalization, one focused on a single, overarching goal—the prevention 
of terrorist attacks.”23

The emphasis on homeland defense remained more rhetoric than reality in DoD at least in terms 
of funds, procurement programs, and force structure changes. The Defense Planning Guidance, 
a document providing budgeting and planning guidance to DoD components, that Secretary 
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Rumsfeld issued in May 2002, placed greater emphasis on the new strategic concept, “forward 
deterrence,” that is, a commitment to attacking potential threats overseas. While the projection of 
U.S. forces over long distances to fight new adversaries made sense, the Defense Planning Guidance 
paid no attention to the support missions that the Department of Defense might have to provide 
federal, state, and local responders should a WMD, such as a nuclear, chemical, radiological, or 
biological device, be detonated in the United States. Instead, the emphasis was primarily on a global 
strike capability with added emphasis on overseas intelligence collection, covert special operations, 
unmanned air vehicles, cyber-warfare, hypersonic missiles, and the capacity to prevent an adversary 
from disrupting U.S. communications and intelligence assets in space and to strike underground 
targets.24 This was a position Rumsfeld articulated publicly in a Foreign Affairs article that appeared 
that spring.25

This narrow perspective was expected to change because of two events. The first was that 
Northern Command became initially operational as an organization on October 1, 2002. The second 
event promised equally dramatic change, based on a provision in the 2003 Defense Authorization 
Act, which Congress passed in October 2002. The act authorized the establishment of the position 
of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense. Four months later, in February 2003, 
Paul McHale was confirmed as the first person to hold this position. Additionally, Congress 
established the new Department of Homeland Security by the Homeland Security Act of 2002, 
enacted in November. Its first secretary would be Tom Ridge. The only major provision of the law 
that affected DoD was that the Homeland Security Council was established statutorily, consisting 
of the President, Vice President, Attorney General, the Secretary of Defense and the newly created 
Secretary of Homeland Security.

In February 2003, the new department and the two new DoD organizations would faced the first 
test of their abilities to respond to a domestic event and coordinate with other U.S. Government 
organizations when the space shuttle Columbia broke up over Texas during reentry to earth. Within 
an hour after the disaster, Ridge conferred with intelligence and White House officials as well as 
Northern Command, and determined that the incident had not resulted from terrorism. Ridge put 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), now part of DHS, in charge of recovering 
debris from the shuttle, while Secretary Rumsfeld assigned Northern Command to assist with this 
effort; a variety of aircraft and ships responded.26

This experience also helped prompt a new presidential directive, Homeland Security Presidential 
Directive-5, Management of Domestic Incidents, in which DoD would ultimately have a substantial 
role in implementation. In this document, the President designated the Secretary of Homeland 
Security as the principal federal officer for domestic incident management. The Secretary of 
Defense was tasked to provide military support to civil authorities for domestic incidents under 
the president’s direction or when consistent with military readiness, the appropriate circumstances, 
and law. The directive indicated that even during these events, military forces would remain under 
the command and control of the Secretary of Defense. The Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of 
Homeland Security were to develop mechanisms to promote cooperation and coordination between 
the two departments. Lastly, the directive called for the formulation of a National Response Plan 
(NRP) that would integrate the federal government’s domestic prevention, preparedness, response, 
and recovery plans into a single all-hazards plan. An initial version of the NRP was due to the 
Assistant to the President for Homeland Security by April 1, 2003, along with a recommendation 
for the time needed to develop and implement a final version of this plan.27

By the beginning of April 2003, with U.S. military forces having invaded Iraq a month earlier, and 
now within 50 miles of Baghdad, Rumsfeld’s view about homeland defense was apparent: the best 
way to secure the United States was to pursue terrorists in their havens.28 Meanwhile, Paul McHale 
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was busily putting his office in place with all the attendant bureaucratic headaches associated 
with such a venture. He also had his first appearance before Congress in April, when he testified 
before the Senate Armed Services Committee regarding defense of the U.S. homeland. McHale 
reiterated Rumsfeld’s three conditions under which the Department of Defense would be involved 
in activities within the United States. However, these conditions were already being eroded. As 
McHale indicated, since September 11, 2001, DoD had flown more than 28,000 sorties over U.S. cities 
and responded to more than 1,000 requests from the Federal Aviation Administration to intercept 
potential air threats. Air patrols over the U.S. domestic airspace were no longer extraordinary but 
routine.29 

During the summer of 2003, McHale’s office would devote substantial time to a major 
department-wide, Secretary of Defense-directed classified study of the homeland defense mission 
and the force structure required to execute that mission. Later that year, the office would shape the 
next Strategic Planning Guidance, which required his office to formulate with assistance from other 
DoD components a homeland defense strategy within a year. 

On December 17, 2003, President Bush approved two new homeland security directives that 
affected DoD. The first document, Homeland Security Presidential Directive-7, Critical Infrastructure 
Identification, Prioritization and Protection, established national policy for federal departments 
and agencies to identify and prioritize U.S. critical infrastructure and key resources and to protect 
them from attack. The directive recognized that there were several critical infrastructure sectors, 
each with its own characteristics and operating processes. Although the DHS would have principal 
responsibility for implementing this directive, specific departments were designated responsible 
for collaborating with business and industry, conducting or facilitating vulnerability assessments, 
and encouraging risk management activities to protect against terrorist attacks or mitigate their 
effects. The Department of Defense assumed responsibility for the defense industrial base, thereby 
gaining another homeland security mission.30

The President also issued Homeland Security Presidential Directive-8, National Preparedness 
that established policies to bolster the preparedness of the United States to prevent or respond to 
threatened or actual terrorist attacks, major disasters, and other emergencies. This measure called 
for the establishment of a national all-hazards preparedness goal, mechanisms for improving the 
delivery of federal preparedness assistance to state and local governments, and defining actions 
to improve preparedness at all levels of government. The Department of Defense’s role, though 
not as major as other federal departments and agencies, was to provide the DHS with information 
concerning organizations and functions that could be utilized to support civil authorities during a 
domestic crisis.31 

Despite the attention to these strategic issues, the tyranny of daily operational demands was 
also present. During the Christmas holiday season, intelligence indicators stressed that al Qaeda’s 
intent to carry out multiple catastrophic attacks in the United States was greater than at any point 
since September 11. The indicators suggested that the terrorist group was testing the vulnerabilities 
of the air transportation system, both passenger and cargo. In response, Secretary Ridge announced 
an upgrade in the threat level from elevated risk to high risk or orange alert, the second highest 
level in the color-coded system, after President Bush approved the recommendation by Ridge along 
with senior officials of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Central Intelligence Agency, DoD, 
the Justice Department, and White House staff. Raising the threat level increased security measures 
across the country to protect government buildings, critical infrastructure, shopping malls and 
other places where large numbers of people congregate. This decision was not made lightly. A few 
months earlier, in response to al Qaeda suicide bombings in Saudi Arabia and Morocco, and after 
several orange alerts within a few months, Ridge and Rumsfeld opposed raising alert levels. Ridge 
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argued that frequent changes only caused considerable psychological unease in Americans as well 
as making the public cynical. Rumsfeld stated that raising the alert diverted military resources from 
Iraq and Afghanistan.32 The holiday season ended uneventfully, but operational concerns continued 
to intrude because of the need to refine security procedures.

Slowly and subtly, the three conditions for DoD involved in domestic activities that Rumsfeld 
articulated 2 years earlier were jettisoned. In March 2004, McHale appeared before the Senate Armed 
Services Committee to update the members on DoD’s ongoing homeland defense initiatives. At that 
time he did not mention the three conditions. Instead, McHale laid out a concept of layered defense, 
which he called the lines of defense. The first line of defense was combating terrorism far from U.S. 
territory. The second line of defense was the air and maritime approaches to the United States and 
interdicting terrorists before they reached U.S. borders, which was largely the responsibility of two 
combatant commands—Northern Command and Pacific Command. Within the United States, the 
domestic law enforcement community was responsible for countering terrorist attacks, in a sense 
a third line of defense, with DoD ready to provide its capabilities to civil authorities, consistent 
with U.S. law. However, McHale also stated that DoD had established and maintained a small 
number of reaction forces in the United States. These forces consisted of U.S. Army and Marine 
Corps personnel who were postured to respond to a full range of threats if ordered by the president, 
and when deployed, under NORTHCOM’s command and control.33

Additionally, throughout 2004, as had been the case in 2003, DoD actively continued to enhance 
its homeland defense and civil support missions. It maintained the readiness of its own forces by 
hosting exercises and participating in those sponsored by other government entities. Further, it was 
implementing its responsibilities under HSPD-7 regarding critical infrastructure by consolidating 
funding for this effort under a single program and managing it by a program office. It also undertook 
a number of supporting missions including establishing a DoD presence in the DHS’s Operations 
Center, detailing personnel to DHS to fill critical specialties primarily in intelligence analysis and 
communication, creating various liaison mechanisms, and identifying and transferring technology 
items and equipment that DoD had or was developing that might be of assistance to federal, state and 
local governments in their homeland security roles. Simultaneously, the department was responding 
to requests for assistance from several civilian agencies—for example, providing emergency 
support in natural disasters such as Hurricane Isabel and California wildfires. It also responded 
to the ricin incident on Capitol Hill in January 2005. That incident saw the first operational use of 
NORTHCOM’s Joint Force Headquarters-National Capital Region, which provided the command 
and control of the U.S. Marine Corps Chemical-Biological Response Force’s assistance to the U.S. 
Capitol Police. 34

DoD support to the interagency was broadened in August 2004, when President Bush established 
by executive order, the National Counterterrorism Center under the direction and control of the 
Director of Central Intelligence. The primary function of the center was to serve as the hub for 
analyzing and integrating all intelligence pertaining to terrorism, except purely domestic intelligence 
information. Additionally, it was to conduct strategic operational planning for counterterrorism 
activities by integrating all the national instruments of power.35 To that end, DoD, as well as other 
partner organizations, provided personnel to assist the center with its mission. 

DoD also assumed a major role in the development of the National Response Plan (NRP) required 
by HSPD-5. The development of the initial NRP met with resistance from state, local and tribal 
governments as well as non-governmental organizations, since they were not consulted by DHS 
during its formulation. Consequently, DHS and a small group of its federal partners, including 
DoD personnel, began anew—mindful of outreach to other stakeholders—in an intense writing 
process of monumental proportions that addressed planning assumptions and considerations, roles 
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and responsibilities of the variety of organizations involved in responding to an emergency, and 
a concept of operations. The NRP identified fourteen emergency support functions, of which DoD 
(U.S. Army Corps of Engineers) would have the lead for public works and engineering, but would 
be a supporting agency in the remaining 13. The document also included special support annexes 
dealing with myriad topics such as tribal relations and private sector coordination and incident 
annexes for specifically troublesome situations such as a terrorism event involving a biological 
agent or hazardous materials pollution.36

The document, consisting of more than 300 pages, was approved in December 2004 by Secretary 
Ridge along with 27 federal departments and agencies, the U.S. Postal Service, the American 
Red Cross, the Corporation for National and Community Service, and the National Voluntary 
Organizations Active in Disaster. 

Within days of the NRP’s approval, President Bush issued a combined National and Homeland 
security directive on maritime security, an initiative of his new homeland security adviser, Frances 
Fragos Townsend. This directive not only established U.S. policy regarding protection of the 
nation’s maritime interests, but directed the development of a national strategy for maritime security 
and eight national plans addressing such critical subjects as the U.S. Government’s capability to 
respond to a maritime threat, the nation’s capacity to recover from an attack or disaster affecting the 
maritime infrastructure, and security of both the maritime transportation system and the related 
supply chain. The President tasked DoD and DHS to lead an interagency task force to formulate 
the national strategy for maritime security for his approval within six months. The eight plans were 
to be delivered nearly simultaneously.37 This approach was fraught with problems since the plans 
relied on the guidance framed in the strategy as well as coordination with various state and local 
governments, transportation and port authorities, and maritime industry trade associations.

It turned out that maritime security was not the only domain that required additional attention. 
In May 2005, a privately owned Cessna 150 airplane inadvertently penetrated the 16-mile-radius 
no fly zone around Washington, DC, established after the events of September 11, and designed to 
prevent air attacks on the White House and the Capitol. Federal Aviation Administration and DHS 
officials could not communicate with the pilot, so Secretary Rumsfeld gave military officials the 
authority to shoot the plane down, if necessary. Aircraft from DHS Customs and Border Protection 
and military fighters moved to intercept the plane, and after eleven tense minutes, the pilot heeded 
instructions to turn away from the city. The incident required Defense Department and civilian 
officials to review the effectiveness of the air defense system for the nation’s capital. Once again, 
DoD and its civilian counterparts were confronting sensitive issues involving internal governmental 
decision-making, communications, and federal interagency relations as well as authorities.38 With 
respect to the latter, the DHS, under the new leadership of Secretary Michael Chertoff, a former 
federal judge, argued that his agency should have the shoot down authority. President Bush rejected 
this request. Nonetheless, the incident led to increased congressional scrutiny of the procedures 
and agency responsiveness. The event was also a warning signal that although air transportation 
security had been upgraded, the focus had been limited to scrutiny of passengers and cargo security. 
However, the Homeland Security Council staff contended that this issue would have to be deferred 
since other areas such as domestic nuclear attention had priority.

A month earlier, President Bush issued another combined NSPD/HSPD, designed to enhance 
protection against an attack in the United States using a nuclear or radiological device, and to 
advance the technology and integration of detection capabilities among across federal, state, local 
and tribal governments. To achieve these policy goals, the chief executive directed the Secretary of 
Homeland Security to create a national level Domestic Nuclear Detection Office within DHS. The 
Secretaries of State, Defense, and Energy as well as the Attorney General were ordered to assign 
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personnel to staff this new organization and to lend expertise to strengthen the development and 
deployment of a detection system, coordinate the detection effort with the other government entities 
in the United States, and develop a global nuclear detection architecture consisting of domestic and 
international portions. The Departments of Defense, State, and Energy would design and implement 
the international segment.39 

June 2005 marked a critical milestone in reshaping DoD’s approach to its homeland defense and 
support to civil authorities’ missions through the development and approval of DoD’s Strategy for 
Homeland Defense and Civil Support. Although Secretary Rumsfeld directed the formulation of the 
strategy in the Strategic Planning Guidance of March 2004, internal delays and bureaucratic resistance 
associated with organizational change hampered progress. Nonetheless, these impediments were 
ultimately overcome, and the strategy represented the Department’s vision for transforming 
homeland defense and civil support capabilities. 

The strategy specifically concentrated on DoD’s paramount goal: securing the United States from 
direct attack. Recognizing the sensitivity associated with the role of the military in domestic affairs, 
the strategy made clear that it was rooted in a respect for America’s constitutional principles. The 
strategy also sought to capitalize on Secretary Rumsfeld’s commitment to transformation of U.S. 
military capabilities. Thus, it examined a ten-year period and gave equal recognition of terrorist and 
state-based threats to the United States.40

The strategy’s foundation was the concept of an active, layered defense outlined in the National 
Defense Strategy. Specifically, this active, layered defense is understood to be global, seamlessly 
integrating U.S. capabilities in the foreign regions of the world, the global commons of space and 
cyberspace, in the geographic approaches to U.S. territory, and within the United States. In short, 
it is defense in depth predicated on viewing the strategic environment as an open system in which 
people, trade, and information move continuously and for which the entire U.S. Government 
contributes to its defense through a variety of capabilities in a synchronized manner. For an active, 
layered defense to be effective, it “requires superior intelligence collection, fusion, and analysis, 
calculated deterrence of enemies, a layered system of mutually supporting defensive measures that 
are neither ad hoc nor passive, and the capability to mass and focus sufficient warfighting assets to 
defeat any attack.”41

Although the concept of an active, layered defense had a global context, the strategy focused 
primarily on the U.S. homeland and the approaches to U.S. territory. The Defense Department 
recognized its responsibility for a number of activities in these geographic layers, but as an organizing 
construct, there were three principal categories: “Lead, Support and Enable.” “Lead” meant that 
DoD, at the direction of the President or the Secretary of Defense, executed military missions to 
dissuade, deter, or defeat attacks on the United States. “Support” considered DoD’s traditional role 
of providing support to civil authorities at the direction of the President or Secretary of Defense. 
This support was to be part of a comprehensive national response to prevent or protect against 
terrorist incidents or to recover from an attack or disaster. Finally, “Enable” sought to enhance the 
homeland security and homeland defense capabilities of domestic and international partners and, 
in turn, improve DoD capabilities by sharing technology and expertise across military and civilian 
boundaries. The strategy also addressed key objectives of this three pronged framework as well as 
specific operational capabilities that were needed to achieve these objectives and the strategic risks 
of not doing so.42 In addressing capabilities the authors of the strategy sought to influence other 
departmental processes, namely, funding, force structure, and technology development, in order 
to implement the strategic tenets of the document. The next opportunity to have an influence on 
these processes would be the QDR. However, before that review occurred, an incident of national 
significance43 would also have an effect. 
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On August 29, 2005, the most destructive hurricane in U.S. history, Katrina, hammered the 
Gulf of Mexico, killing more than a thousand people and causing substantial devastation to the 
states of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. New Orleans bore the brunt of the damaging effects 
when the powerful storm breached the levee system and flooded eighty percent of the city.44 Public 
order disintegrated because of inadequate planning by municipal and state officials and a lack 
of foresight regarding potential scenarios when a category 5 hurricane hits. The federal response 
proved unequal to the task as well, and poor communication and coordination between federal 
and state authorities only exacerbated the deficient response effort. FEMA was overwhelmed by 
the magnitude of the destruction and the requests for assistance. It soon became apparent that even 
with the support of other civilian agencies, DoD and National Guard units from across the country 
would need to be deployed.45 

Ultimately, more than 72,000 active duty military and National Guard personnel deployed to 
provide assistance to ravaged areas between August 29 and September 10. The figure was twice 
the record deployment of military assets in response to a natural disaster since Hurricane Andrew 
in 1992. The department acted on more than 90 requests for assistance from civil authorities, many 
of which were approved orally by the Secretary of Defense, including one that had an estimated 
value of one billion dollars. There were deficiencies in the Department’s response such as lack of 
pre-planned response capabilities for possible disaster scenarios, the need for closer coordination 
between DHS and Northern Command, and the requirement for more accurate and rapid initial 
damage reconnaissance and assessment. Nonetheless, the DoD evaluation was that U.S. military 
forces were ready and capable to execute the largest, most comprehensive, and most responsive 
civil support mission ever.46

Overall, the media, the American public and federal authorities rated DoD’s response a success. 
When departmental advocates pointed out, however, that an even more robust DoD response 
might be required in the event of a catastrophic terrorist event where the loss of life and destruction 
of property would exceed Katrina’s devastation, the argument was dismissed because of the 
department’s successful response.47 The DoD leadership overseeing the ongoing QDR, which 
examined U.S. defense strategy in late 2005 and resulted in a report to Congress in February 2006, 
paid scant attention to homeland defense and civil support issues. In short, the touting of DoD’s 
rapid and dependable response before congressional committees and in the media made these 
issues victims of their own success. 

Publication of the QDR report is certainly not the end of DoD’s involvement in homeland defense 
or support to civil authorities. While publication of the DoD Strategy for Homeland Defense and Civil 
Support represents the zenith of attention to these missions, the QDR review represented a plateau. 
The QDR report itself signaled that the Department’s leadership felt confident that in the more 
than four years since the tragic events of September 11, 2001, DoD had made substantial progress 
in improving its capability to protect the U.S. homeland from attack and to respond effectively to 
a catastrophic event. The latter was a capability that required further attention, as the QDR report 
noted, but it was not the priority. Iraq and Afghanistan were consuming the leaders’ attention and 
the Department’s resources. As the QDR report noted, DoD believed that the civilian agencies that 
had these missions as their primary responsibility needed to attend to them. It was a position with 
which the Secretary of Homeland Security and the Congress agreed. The former stated that an 
enhanced FEMA was needed, and the Congress obliged him by passing the FEMA Reorganization 
Act in 2006. For many, DoD had amply proved its ability to fulfill its three roles specified in its own 
strategy: lead, support and enable. For its part, the Department was confident in its strategy and its 
ability to accomplish the homeland defense mission. 
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CHAPTER 8

THE APPROPRIATE ROLE OF INTELLIGENCE  
IN THE MAKING OF NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY1

Anthony R. Williams

The purpose of intelligence analysis is to elevate the quality of discussion in this town.

 Sherman Kent

 What is the appropriate role of intelligence in the making of national security policy? Most 
members of the national security community bring to their roles a preconceived and mostly 
subconscious view on this issue, which view seems so obvious to its holders, that they rarely see 
reason to raise the question. Even within the U.S. Intelligence Community, where the subject is more 
frequently discussed, it is usually approached as part of an academic discussion, and only rarely 
as part of the planning and execution of normal support to the national security policy process.2 
In effect, all the players in the process hold opinions on this issue, but those opinions function in 
the background, much as the operating software for a personal computer runs invisible to the user 
unless it malfunctions.

Generally speaking, members of the national security community will fall loosely into one 
of two groups as regards their attitude toward the appropriate role of intelligence in the policy 
process. These can best be described as the “unconstrained support to policy” view and the “policy 
neutral” view. While few will hold either attitude without qualification, it is instructive to imagine 
these attitudes as opposite poles on a spectrum, along which national security players will tend to 
coalesce. This difference is more than of academic interest, because it dictates how the players use 
intelligence and the intelligence apparatus in the development, communication and execution of 
national security policy. And that in turn has significant implications for the nature of American 
democracy. 

The 1947 National Security Act can be cited in support of the “unconstrained view,” in that 
it specifically charges the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) (and by extension the CIA as his 
executive agent) to act as the principle advisor to the President on intelligence matters relating 
to the national security.3 And most would agree that the State of the Union Address is very much a 
matter of national security. Furthermore, the 1947 Act also charges the DCI with the responsibility 
“for providing national intelligence:

to the President;•	
to the heads of the departments and agencies of the executive branch;•	
to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and senior military commanders;•	
and where appropriate, to the Senate and House of Representatives and the committees •	
thereof.”4

But because the 1947 National Security Act leaves so many things undefined, it allows for the 
widest interpretation and in that context can be cited to buttress any position on this spectrum of 
attitudes. For example:

What form or forms exactly is the DCI’s advice and “national intelligence” to take? Does it •	
include only formal reports, either verbally or in writing? Or does it include the review of 
Presidential and Secretarial speeches, statements, etc.? Does it include only passive review 
of those instruments or active involvement in their creation?
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Who is to initiate advice? Is it at the initiative of the DCI, or only at the invitation of the •	
President, the National Security Advisor or other members of the NSC, executive departments, 
agencies and military commands?
Is there a difference between advice given by the principle advisor and “national •	
intelligence?” 

How one answers these questions determines where one falls with regard to the appropriate role of 
intelligence in the policy process. 

Although most of these questions have never been formerly answered through Executive Order, 
legislation or judicial interpretation, the government has managed to function more or less well 
over the past 60 years as if it had answers to them in hand. These questions are customarily resolved 
on a dynamic basis through a variety of procedures established and modified by each presidential 
administration, by each Congress, and through the political process. Generally speaking, as each 
administration establishes its procedures for dealing with the overall issue of intelligence advice 
to the policymaking process, the players accept those procedures without challenge. Even in cases 
where both sides hold differing views as to the answer to one or more of the above questions, the 
players will frequently find a way to “peacefully coexist” on a given issue.5 Where they do clash, 
they customarily do so through the political process, which, regardless of specific outcome, always 
allows successors the opportunity to challenge again with potentially different outcomes.

The recent furor surrounding the casus belli for the Iraqi War provides us a case in point. Both 
the President’s critics and supporters have addressed the veracity of the evidence presented by the 
President and Cabinet Secretaries justifying the initiation of hostilities against Saddam’s government 
in Iraq, and the appropriateness of the President’s reference in the State of the Union Address to the 
British report on Iraqi efforts to obtain uranium from Africa.

In virtually every case, however, both supporters and critics have operated from a preconceived 
and unstated view of the appropriate role of intelligence in the policy process. For example, the 
Statement by the DCI accepting responsibility for the questionable “intelligence” included in 
President Bush’s 2003 State of the Union speech, and a critical article by a former senior CIA officer 
titled “Intelligence Shouldn’t Exist Just To Serve Policy,”6 present starkly contrasting views on the 
role of intelligence in policymaking. Yet neither actually addresses that issue directly. 

The DCI’s Statement makes clear that he believes the responsibility of the DCI (and his executive 
arm, the CIA) goes beyond providing intelligence in a policy neutral format, and includes making 
sure to the extent possible that the President does not make a mistake in developing or communicating 
policy, whether the President is relying directly or indirectly on intelligence. It should be noted that 
the current DCI also apparently accepts that “intelligence” plays an appropriate informational role 
in all aspects of policymaking, both public and private. 

The McGovern article, by its very title, makes the case that intelligence analysis should be policy 
neutral. While the author does not explicitly make that statement, and his polemical tone helps 
to obscure the bottom line in the piece, the clear implications of the article are that intelligence 
analysis should be neutral as regards policy. Note for example the parenthetical reference to the 
way the author believes intelligence assessments were done in his day, “without fear or favor.”7 
It would also appear that the author shares with DCI Tenet the view that “intelligence” should 
play an informational role in policymaking without regard to the public or private nature of that 
policymaking. 

By the terms of the “unconstrained” view, because the CIA and much of the Intelligence 
Community had serious reservations regarding the substance of the British reports on Iraq’s nuclear 
program, the DCI had a responsibility to make certain that the President was advised by the CIA to 
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remove reference to those British reports from the State of the Union Address. And from the nature 
of the response to the DCI’s Statement, it is obvious that a wide range of policymakers, legislators, 
academics and journalists agree that the DCI has this responsibility.8 

By extension, the holders of this position also generally hold a wider definition of what constitutes 
the national security policy process, than is commonly appreciated. Note, for example, that the 
“policy” document under discussion was a speech by the President, albeit a very important speech. 
And in October 2002 the DCI intervened in another presidential speech of much less moment than 
the State of the Union Address, for which intervention he has been praised but not criticized by those 
policymakers who have chosen to address this issue in public.9 Apparently those who share DCI 
Tenet’s view of his responsibility clearly see any presidential statement (and by extension that of his 
closest advisors and cabinet members) as part of the policy process that the Intelligence Community 
is obligated to support. This view at its broadest holds that it is incumbent on the DCI to take 
strenuous measures to assure the veracity of all policy statements, both public and private, as they 
may deal with matters on which the Intelligence Community has some information. 

One can conclude from the DCI’s Statement, and the statements from the White House noting 
that the CIA reviewed the President’s address, that the current administration accepts the “uncon-
strained” view of intelligence support to policy. Furthermore, based on statements by National 
Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice and efforts by members of the National Security Council (NSC) 
and White House staffs to coordinate various parts of the President’s State of the Union Address, 
it is clear that this administration views the DCI’s intelligence advisory role to include active 
involvement in both the development and communication of national security policy. Ms. Rice 
stated on 11 July 2003 that the wording used in President Bush’s speech had been reviewed and 
changed by the CIA, and that some “specifics about amount and place” had been changed, and that 
after the changes “the CIA cleared the speech in its entirety.” According to press reporting, detailed 
discussions were held between a nuclear proliferation expert at the NSC and a proliferation expert 
at the CIA over the content of the speech relating to the putative Iraqi nuclear program.10 

If we conclude that the DCI and “intelligence” are to play an active role in developing and 
communicating national security policy, at whose initiative are they to play this role? To wit, Ms. Rice 
said that “if the CIA, the director of central intelligence (sic), had said, ‘Take this out of the speech,’ 
it would have been gone, without question.” And Senator Pat Roberts, Chairman of the Senate 
Select Committee on Intelligence stated “it was incumbent on the director of intelligence to correct 
the record and bring it to the immediate attention of the president.” And an unnamed Democratic 
member of the SSCI was quoted by the Washington Post as saying that DCI Tenet was repeatedly 
asked in closed hearings on 16 July why the CIA had “permitted” the unfounded Iraqi uranium 
allegation in the address.11 Clearly, there would seem to be wide agreement that the initiative lies, 
at least in part, with the DCI, and is not solely dependent on the initiative of the president or his 
cabinet members and advisors. 

As noted above, the countervailing view of the role of intelligence in the policy process, 
holds that to the extent possible, the DCI should insure that the Intelligence Community strives 
to provide intelligence advice to the president and his advisors in a policy neutral format. While 
very few would argue that this goal can be attained 100% of the time, many see it as a necessary 
constraining force. The primary argument for this is that anything less undermines the credibility 
of the Intelligence Community, and particularly the Office of the DCI and the CIA. In general, 
there appears to be an acceptance of the fact that departmental intelligence agencies12 are intended 
to support policymakers within their respective departments or military services, and thus their 
product will be in many cases “policy supportive.” There is, however, a strong expectation on the 
part of many in the national security community that the national agencies should avoid even the 
appearance of policy bias in their products. 



116

A good example of a policy neutral approach to intelligence can be found in the famous “missile 
gap” case in the run-up to the 1960 Presidential Election. Despite the fact that the Kennedy Campaign 
had used much of the material provided to the press by the Gaither Committee to substantiate its 
charge that the USSR held a commanding lead over the U.S. in the deployment of intercontinental 
ballistic missiles, President Eisenhower refused to allow CIA intelligence on the subject to be 
released. It has been argued that this decision was a factor in the loss of the election by Richard 
Nixon, since the available national intelligence made clear that there was no missile gap, and there 
was not likely to be one for the foreseeable future. In this case, President Eisenhower chose not to 
allow intelligence to become embroiled publicly in the political process. One can argue the merits 
of Eisenhower’s decision, but it is taken by many analysts in CIA and the other national agencies as 
the proper way to handle national intelligence.

This view has a long tradition within the CIA, and it has often been criticized by members of 
the national security community as a bar to effective CIA intelligence support to policymakers. For 
example, as part of the continuing educational effort for analysts at CIA, the Sherman Kent School for 
Intelligence Analysis at the CIA University has published a series of occasional papers addressing 
among other subjects the proper relationship between the analyst and the policymaker. The author 
of these papers is at some pains to assure analysts that lowering the wall between intelligence 
analysis and the policymaking process will not damage intelligence credibility (if proper tradecraft 
is used) and will make intelligence more relevant to the policymaker.13 

Criticisms of the “policy neutral” view have a long tradition among policymakers. The current 
Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz was selected as a member of the so-called Team B, 
“which challenged the expertise, methods, and judgments of Intelligence Community analysts 
working on Soviet strategic military objectives (specifically, National Intelligence Estimate 11-3-8 
for 1977)”. The underlying issue in this case was the perceived failure of the NIE to directly address 
the implications for Soviet intentions of the USSR’s ongoing strategic buildup. While serving as the 
Dean of the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies, Ambassador Wolfowitz was 
appointed to the Commission on the Roles and Capabilities of the U.S. Intelligence Community. 
Throughout this period he continued to argue for a more “policy actionable” approach to national 
intelligence. According to press reports, Ambassador Wolfowitz, as Deputy Secretary of Defense 
in the current administration, has been associated with a large group of policymakers who have 
argued strenuously that the Intelligence Community, and specifically the CIA, has not produced 
intelligence on current policy issues that has been helpful in the development, articulation and 
execution of policy.14 

From the policy neutral perspective, the primary concern, as noted above, is that the close 
involvement of intelligence in the making, communication and execution of specific national security 
policies will undermine the credibility of the intelligence itself, and the intelligence organizations 
involved. Often, critics attack the intelligence organization, such as the CIA, as “shilling” for a 
policymaker if the intelligence product is seen as too supportive, or is used openly in the political 
process. In this case the intelligence agency itself, or the DCI, becomes sucked up in the maelstrom 
of political conflict over the policy under debate. The net effect of this, to quote Senator John Kerry, 
D-Mass., does “. . . nothing to make this country safer and will simply further erode the confidence 
of the American public and our allies around the world.”15

The caution to the intelligence provider, and to the policymaker who uses that intelligence, may 
well be Aristotle’s axiom, “moderation in all things.” If the intelligence player or product is too 
supportive of policy, or appears to be too supportive, then both will be subject to criticism and a loss 
of credibility. If, on the other hand, intelligence is too “neutral” and too high a wall is kept between 
intelligence and policy, then the intelligence will be subject to criticism and a loss of relevance. 
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Complicating this picture for the intelligence player is the fact that critics will also often make 
the case that they want “objective” analysis, that can be used by all the participants in the policy 
debate.16 When that is translated into reality, however, it most often means that the critic’s side in 
the debate is not faring as well as the critic believes it should because the intelligence input favors 
the other side. Finally, as noted above, even the legislation creating the current intelligence structure 
does more to complicate than to answer the question as to the appropriate role of intelligence in the 
policy process.
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CHAPTER 9

THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Alan G. Stolberg

 For strategic leaders of the 21st century primarily concerned with the issues of foreign policy 
and national security, the international system with which they will be dealing is likely to only 
partially reflect the traditional international system. While the nation-state, first codified by the 
Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, remains the dominant political body in international politics, its ability 
to influence events and people is being challenged by an assortment of nonstate actors, failed or 
failing states, and ungoverned regions. This is occurring in combination with the transnational 
threats posed by terror, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), crime, drugs, 
pandemics, and environmental degradation, as well as by elements of the system that also have 
potentially positive impacts such as globalization and the information revolution. 

The international system refers to the structure of relationships that exist at the international level. 
These include the roles and interactions of both state and nonstate actors, along with international 
organizations (IO), multinational corporations (MNC), and non-governmental organizations (NGO).1 
States make foreign and national security policy against this external environment. Opportunities 
for both conflict and cooperation arise within this framework. The international community has 
tried for years to maintain order and prevent conflict using international institutions like the United 
Nations and international legal regimes like the Geneva Conventions.2

The international system frames the forces and trends in the global environment; it also 
frames the workspace of national security policy and strategy makers. As they work through the 
formulation process, with an understanding for the interests and objectives of any actors in a given 
situation, those involved in the business of policy and strategy making must be able to account 
for the associated state and nonstate actors present in the international system. In addition, it has 
become particularly important that they be able to assess the competing values associated with 
the global actors, both state and nonstate, especially in relation to the Global War on Terror. Also, 
given the criticality of being able to call upon other nation-states and international or multinational 
organizations for support, the strategist or policymaker must know which alliances and coalitions 
are stakeholders in the issue in question. Another related element of the international system is the 
economic condition, as influenced by both the positive and negative components of globalization, 
that helps determine the amount of power actors can wield in the system. It is also important to be 
able to identify the international legal tenets and regimes that bear on the situation. Finally, the 21st 
century policy and strategy maker must be able to understand the threats to order in the international 
system represented by both conventional and transnational entities. If the policymaker or strategist 
can accurately assess all these factors, he might be able to determine friends and enemies, threats 
and opportunities, and capabilities and constraints inherent in the contemporary world. 

Threats, challenges, and opportunities can come in many shapes and sizes. A traditional threat 
might take the shape of a nation-state in possession of WMD and a hostile attitude. This is also true 
for a nonstate actor, potentially going down to the individual level if he is willing to fly an airplane 
into a building. Less direct but also significant in the 21st century world are the threats that can be 
made to the successful execution of a nation-state’s policies, if other nation-states are unwilling to 
provide support in a given situation. This lack of support can manifest itself in an opposing vote in 
an international organization like the United Nations (UN), a multinational organization like the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), or an international regime such as the International 
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Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). It can equally be demonstrated by the refusal of a state to grant 
transit or over flight rights to the forces of another state. 

The international system also affords the strategy or policy maker numerous opportunities for 
advantage. If a nation-state can come to the assistance of another nation-state or region in time 
of need like a natural disaster or failing economy, the opportunity exists to demonstrate concern 
and ultimately gain some level of influence with the entity in need. The same may be true when 
cooperating with other states as they transition toward democratic forms of government or market 
economies, or when accepting an international regime like an arms control treaty. In all cases, these 
are opportunities to gain acceptance and influence through and with other actors in the international 
system. 

Who are the Actors?

Nations and states are not the same. Nations represent groupings of a people that claim certain 
common bonds, such as descent, language, history or culture. Collectively such an aggregation would 
constitute a national entity.3 States, also known as nation-states, have a legal character and possess 
certain rights and duties under the tenets of international law. The 1933 Montevideo Convention on 
Rights and Duties of States, that considered the classic legal definition for states, indicates that states 
possess the following characteristics: permanent population, defined territory, and a government 
capable of maintaining effective control over its territory and conducting international relations 
with other states.4 In addition, the government must possess a monopoly on the legitimate use of 
force in the state, and other states in the international system must recognize the sovereignty of that 
government.5 

The concept of sovereignty came into existence with the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia ending the 
Thirty Years War in Europe, when, for the first time, the authority of state governments became 
officially recognized as greater than the authority of organized religion in formal state affairs. In 
contemporary international law, sovereign states are treated as equals, every recognized state can 
participate in the international system on the same plane. This sovereign equality possesses the 
following elements:

 1. States are legally equal.
 2. Every state enjoys the rights inherent in full sovereignty.
 3. Every state is obligated to respect the fact of the legal entity of other states.
 4. The territorial integrity and political independence of a state are inviolable.
 5. Each state has the right to freely choose and develop its own political, social, economic, 

and cultural systems.
 6. Each state is obligated to carry out its international obligations fully and conscientiously 

and to live in peace with other states.6

Since the 17th century, the nation-state has been the dominant entity in the international system, 
in part because of the power the concept of sovereignty gave the recognized states—both in terms 
of absolute domestic control and independence on the international level. 

But nation-states have never been alone in the international system. A variety of nonstate actors 
has always challenged their influence. The term nonstate actor typically refers to any participant in 
the international system that is not a government. It is an entity or group that may have an impact 
on the internationally related decisions or policies of one or more states. Examples of nonstate actors 
would be international organizations (IO), non-governmental organizations (NGO), multinational 
corporations (MNC), the international media, armed elements attempting to free their territory 
from external rule, or terrorist groups. An individual may also be a nonstate actor.7 
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An IO is a formal institutional structure that transcends national boundaries. States create 
them by multilateral agreement or treaty. IOs normally function as an association of states that 
wields state-like power through governmental-like organs. The founding treaty defines the limits 
of the IO’s legal competence. This is the primary difference between a state and an IO. The IO 
only possesses the powers granted to it in its originating document by the states that created it, 
and cannot legally act beyond those powers. A state possesses the rights and duties recognized by 
international law, subject to the provisions of that law, and can involve itself in almost any activity 
of its choosing. IOs are completely dependent on member states for support and resources, both 
political and practical (like money and personnel). The result is that every IO is dependent on a 
sufficient number of member states believing that it is in their national interest to support the IO 
and its activities. Without member state support, the IO will not be able to function. Examples of IOs 
include the United Nations (UN), North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the European 
Union (EU). 8

Different from IO’s that are state based, NGOs are voluntary organizations of private individuals, 
both paid and unpaid, who are committed to a wide range of issues not on the behalf of any specific 
state government. Owing to increased interconnectedness, partly associated with improvements 
in communications technology and transportation, specialized NGO organizations, agencies, and 
groups have risen around the globe, and have an unprecedented level of influence in the modern 
international system. NGOs typically fall in one of two categories: those that have a universal non-
commercial (non-profit), and non-partisan focus, and those that are primarily motivated by self-
interest. The former are likely to involve humanitarian aid organizations, human rights groups, 
environmentalists, or new social movements. Representative organizations of this first type are 
Amnesty International, Greenpeace, the Red Cross, and Save the Children.9

The second NGO grouping, those that are directed by self-interest, is usually best represented 
by multinational corporations (MNC). MNCs, sometimes called transnational corporations, are 
global actors that execute commercial activities for profit in more than one country. Estimates are 
that the largest 500 MNCs control more than two thirds of world trade. While not a new concept 
given that predecessors like the Hudson Bay Company and the British East India Company were 
operational over 300 years ago, contemporary MNCs such as General Motors or IBM have been able 
to take advantage of advances in technology and communication to become truly global in nature, 
with only a corporate headquarters in a single given country. Production no longer has to be located 
at the headquarters. With their enormous wealth, the impact of MNCs on the global economy is 
immense. Much of this influence comes in the arena of international commerce. In addition to 
being credited as a modernizing force in the international system through the establishment of 
hospitals, schools, and other valuable infrastructure in the Third World, MNCs are also charged 
with exploiting underdeveloped states in their conduct of free trade.10 

To combat violations of the world order, the international community has created a number 
of regimes to ensure that widely accepted principles, procedures, norms, and rules are in place to 
govern particular issues in the international system. The intent is to create opportunity for states to 
use these regimes as fora to cooperate to achieve beneficial outcomes. Membership in these special 
purpose organizations is generally open to all relevant state actors. The success or failure of regimes 
is based on the level of coordination and cooperation of policies among the member states.11 

International regimes can take the form of legal conventions, international agreements, treaties, or 
international institutions. Special issue areas that they occupy include economics, the environment, 
human rights, policing, and arms control. Contemporary regimes like the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), World Bank, International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), Kyoto Protocol on the Environment, Geneva Conventions, International Criminal 



124

Court (ICC), United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and the Strategic Arms Reduction 
Treaties (START) I and II are all intended to specify general standards of behavior and identify the 
rights and obligations of signatory states.12 

The checks and balances created for the international system by the primary state actors and 
regimes have still been unable to assure global stability and good governance. This has been 
particularly manifest in the increase in the number of failed states and ungoverned spaces as well 
as the appearance of rogue states in the later part of the 20th century. 

The problem of failed states has emerged since the end of the Cold War. It indicates that a 
breakdown of law, order, and basic services, such as education and health for the population, has 
occurred. This situation arises when a state is no longer able to maintain itself as a workable political 
and economic entity. A failed state is ungovernable and has lost its legitimacy from the perspective 
of the international community. In some cases, power lies in the hands of criminals, warlords, armed 
gangs, or religious fanatics. Other failed states have been enmeshed in civil war for many years. In 
essence, the government of the state has ceased to function (if it exists) inside the territorial borders 
of the original sovereign state. The end of the Cold War catalyzed the state failure process because 
the rival powers no longer provided economic and military assistance to former client regimes in 
the underdeveloped world. The governments of the failed states in countries like Haiti, Somalia, 
Liberia, Cambodia, and Rwanda were unable to survive without that assistance.13 

While not necessarily a component of a failed state, ungoverned spaces feature rugged, remote, 
maritime, or littoral areas not effectively governed by a sovereign state. The state that theoretically 
should control the territory either lacks the willingness or ability to exercise authority over part 
or all of a country. Ungoverned spaces are areas where nonstate actors that threaten domestic or 
international order can exploit the lack of legal norms and processes. Examples include northern 
parts of sub-Saharan Africa and the Northwest Territories in Pakistan.14 

An additional failure to maintain complete order in the international system is associated with 
the development of the rogue state. A rogue state is a state that frequently violates international 
standards of acceptable behavior. This is a sovereign entity that is openly aggressive, highly 
repressive, and intolerant with little or no regard for the norms of the international system. As such 
it is a threat to international peace. The rogue state may attempt to exert influence over other states 
by several means. It might threaten to or actually develop, test, and field WMD or ballistic missile 
systems. It might traffic in drugs, break international treaties, or sponsor terrorism. It is likely to be 
aggressive toward other states. Current example rogue states are North Korea and Iran.15 

Transnational threats are threats to the international system that cross state borders. Such threats 
emerged or increased dramatically in the latter part of the last century. While the term transnational 
relates to any activity that cross state boundaries, transnational threats is a technical term that 
usually refers to activities with minimal or no governmental control. Three types of movement can 
be associated with transnational behavior: movement of physical objects, to include human beings, 
movement of information and ideas, and movement of money and credit.16 

The combination of the cross border movement with illicit or dangerous activities has resulted 
in the identification of an emerging set of threats to human security, the ability of states to govern 
themselves, and ultimately the stability of the international system at large. These transnational 
threats fall into two broad categories: 

1. Direct threats from human beings (terrorism, organized crime, drug trafficking, illegal alien 
smuggling, small arms transfers, and smuggling of WMD).

2. Threats from impersonal forces (disease and international pandemics, population growth 
and migration, resource shortages, global environmental degradation, climate change, and natural 
disasters like earthquakes, volcano eruptions, hurricanes, or tidal waves).17
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Transnational threats have been expanding since the end of the Cold War for a number of reasons. 
These include the premise that many emerging democracies are the vestiges of former authoritarian 
states where there has been a long tradition of coercion, violence, and corruption. Such states relied 
more on roles and relations than on rules and regulations. Thus, many governments have been 
constrained by political norms that place factional loyalties above commitment to public policies. 
Also, as was the case with failing states and ungoverned spaces, diminished assistance from the 
developed world helped reduce the ability of governments to police their borders.18

Clearly, transnational threats, along with other traditional state-to-state threats, have created a 
number of significant challenges for the maintenance of stability in the international system. These 
threats and the problems associated with failed and rogue states, ungoverned spaces, and potential 
competition and conflict among the state and nonstate actors, also present some opportunities. 
Some states and nonstate actors can advance their individual causes in support of their national, 
organizational, or group interests by exploiting instability in the system. This interaction among the 
actors represents the international system at work.

How Does the International System Function?

As players on the international stage, both state and nonstate actors either work alone or 
attempt to work with other elements of the system. Such relationships might be with other states or 
nonstate actors on a bilateral basis; formal groupings of states, IOs, NGOs, or other nonstate actors; 
or informal, even unacknowledged cooperation with other system members. States can opt to form 
or join existing alliances or coalitions. An alliance is a formal security agreement between two or 
more states. Typically states enter into alliances to protect themselves against a common threat. By 
consolidating resources and acting in unison, members of an alliance believe they can improve their 
overall position in the international system and their security relative to states that are not members 
of their alliance. Additional benefits to alliance membership might include the ability to offset the 
cost of defense. Unless an alliance partner is an actual liability, membership in an alliance allows 
states to supplement their military capability with those of their alliance partners. The alliance is 
thus, at least theoretically, less expensive than a unilateral approach to security. Also, economically 
related alliances can provide expanded economic benefits through increased trade, assistance, and 
loans between allies.19 Alliance examples include NATO and the Warsaw Pact.

Coalitions are normally less formal than alliances. Normally they represent a broad grouping of 
often very diverse states temporarily united for a specific purpose, typically military action.20 States 
often agree to participate in a coalition strictly as a matter of convenience. Coalitions are likely to 
be temporary, while alliances can frequently endure for lengthy periods. Examples would be the 
American-led coalitions during the first Persian Gulf War (Operations DESERT SHIELD/STORM) 
and the second conflict (Operation IRAQI FREEDOM). 

Two ways states might use alliances or coalitions are to balance or to bandwagon. Both refer to 
decisions, conscious or subconscious, about relations with other system members. A state is balancing 
when it joins a weaker alliance or coalition to counter the influence or power of a stronger state or 
group of states. “Balancing happens when weaker states decide that the dominance and influence 
of a stronger state is unacceptable and that the cost of allowing the stronger state to continue their 
policies unchecked is greater than the cost of action against the stronger state.”21 Balancing can be 
either external or internal in origin. In the external case, weaker states form a coalition against a 
stronger state, shifting the balance of power in their favor. A weaker state can also balance internally 
by deciding to undertake a military build up to increase its power with respect to the stronger state. 
Balancing in the international system can also be either a hard or soft action. It would be hard when 
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it is intended to increase or threaten the use of military power of one state relative to another. A soft 
usage would be when a weaker state or states want to balance a stronger opponent but believe use 
of military power is infeasible. In that situation, states employ non-military elements of power to 
help neutralize the stronger states.22 

Bandwagoning is different from balancing because it will always refer to the act of a weaker 
state or states joining a stronger state, alliance, or coalition. Bandwagoning occurs when weaker 
states determine that the cost of opposing a stronger state exceeds the benefits to be gained from 
supporting it. The stronger power may offer incentives like territorial gain or trade agreements to 
entice the weaker actor to join with it.23

Actors on the global stage, both state and nonstate, decide to participate in alliances and coalitions 
and to conduct policies in support of balancing and bandwagoning based on their assessment of 
their relative power in the international system. This reflects one of the pervasive concepts about 
the system—that it represents or responds to a balance of power. It is important to distinguish 
between balance of power as a policy (a deliberate attempt to prevent predominance on the part 
of another actor in the international system) and balance of power as a description of how the 
international system works (where the interaction between actors tends to limit or restrict any 
attempt at hegemony and results in a general status of stability). The most widely accepted usage 
of the balance of power term is related to the later concept: the process that prevents or opposes 
the emergence of a single dominant actor. Theoretically, the international system works to prevent 
any actor from dictating to any other actor—that is, it actually works to maintain the anarchy of 
equal, independent, and sovereign states. Balance of power does that for the system.24 In effect, 
balance of power describes the distribution of power in the international system in both equal and 
unequal portions. Given an assumption that unbalanced power is dangerous for the maintenance 
of stability, actors attempt to conduct policy that produces equilibrium of power in the system. This 
helps form the rationale for actors to bandwagon or balance as they form alliances or coalitions 
against potentially dominant competitors.25

Belief that equilibrium protects the sovereignty of the states, perceived inequality of power, 
and the threat of violence combines to give both dominant and subordinate actors a shared (if 
unequal) interest in maintaining order in the international system. Balance of power becomes a 
type of compromise among actors that find stability preferable to anarchy, although it results in a 
system that favors the strong and wealthy over the weak and poor. More powerful actors, like the 
great power states, play leading roles in a balance of power international system because they have 
superior military force and the ability to wield key technology.26 

Ultimately, the balance of power concept fulfills three functions in the international system:
1. It prevents the system from being transformed by conquest into a universal empire.
2. Localized balances of power serve to protect actors from absorption by a dominant regional 

actor.
3. Most important, the balance of power has helped create the conditions in which other elements 

or characteristics of the international system can develop (i.e., diplomacy, stability, anarchy, 
war).27

Above all, this third function ensures the importance of the balance of power concept to the 
international system for the foreseeable future.

For those actors in the international system less comfortable with operating in alliances 
and coalitions, collective security provides an alternative. In formal terms, collective security is 
a framework or institution designed to prevent or neutralize aggression by a state against any 
member state. All state members are jointly responsible for the physical security of every other 
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member. Membership in such an institution permits states to renounce the unilateral use of force 
because the institution guarantees to come to the assistance of the aggrieved state and sanction the 
aggressor. The overall intent of collective security is the maintenance of peace among members of 
the framework or institution (i.e., the UN, League of Nations), not between the system and external 
elements, as in the case of an alliance.28 

The search for security is the most significant concern in some manner, shape, or form for the 
vast majority of actors in the international system. Security implies the absence of threats to one’s 
interests. In absolute terms, complete security would mean freedom from all threats. Historically, 
the term security equated to the military dimension of security. Thus, security meant security from 
war or violent conflict. But the 20th century witnessed an expansion of the concept to include other 
security issues such as those relating to the economy or environment. Economic security is the 
need to ensure that a hostile actor cannot control the supply of goods and services, or the prices 
for those goods and services.29 Examples are access to water, oil, or natural gas. Environmental 
security implies protection from environmental dangers caused by natural or human processes 
due to ignorance, accident, mismanagement, or design and originating within or across national 
borders.30 Example issues are air and water quality, global warming, famine, or health pandemics. 

How an actor in the international system chooses to interpret the concept of security helps 
determine participation in alliances or coalitions, involvement in collective security frameworks 
or institutions, and balancing or bandwagoning behaviors. In all cases, these actors consider their 
ability to wield all the elements of power they have available, whether or not to use force, and—
most significantly—what interests their ultimate policies will support.

Power in the international system is the ability of an actor or actors to influence the behavior of 
other actors—usually to influence them to take act in accordance with the interests of the power-
wielding state. Power does not have to be used to be effective. It is enough that the other actors 
acknowledge it either implicitly or explicitly. The reason for this is that the potential exercise of 
acknowledged power can be as intimidating as its actual use. Historically, some international actors 
have sought power for power’s sake; however, states normally use power to achieve or defend 
goals that could include prestige, territory, or security.31

There are two general components of power: hard and soft. Hard power refers to the influence 
that comes from direct military and economic means. This is in contrast to soft power, which refers 
to power that originates with the more indirect means of diplomacy, culture and history. Hard 
power describes an actor’s ability to induce another actor to perform or stop performing an action. 
This can be done using military power through threats or force. It can also be achieved using 
economic power—relying on assistance, bribes, or economic sanctions. Soft power is a term used to 
describe the ability of an actor to indirectly influence the behavior of other actors through cultural 
or ideological means.32 

In contrast with the primary tools of hard power—the ability to threaten with sticks or pay 
with carrots—soft power attracts others or co-opts them so that they want what you want. If a state 
can attract another state to want what it wants, it can conserve its carrots and sticks. The sources 
of soft power are culture (when it is attractive to others), values (when there is no hypocrisy in 
their application), and foreign polices (when they are seen as legitimate in the eyes of others). Soft 
power uses an attraction to shared values and the perceived justness and duty of contributing to the 
achievement of those values.33 It is much more difficult to systematically or consciously develop, 
manage, control, or apply than hard power.

Whether it is hard or soft, an actor’s power is measured in terms of the elements of power that 
it actually possesses. Such measurement is always done in relation to another actor or actors and 
in the context of the specific situation in which the power might be wielded. Are the available 
elements of power appropriate given the potential foe or the nature of the conflict?34 American 
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security professionals have traditionally categorized the elements of power in terms of the acronym 
DIME for the diplomatic, informational, military, and economic elements. This concept has been 
expanded in some of the most recent national level strategies to DIMEFIL: diplomacy, information, 
military, economic, finance, intelligence, and law enforcement.35

Regardless of which specific elements of power are available for potential use, the most 
important consideration for an actor’s ability to transform potential power into operational power is 
political will. Effectiveness of the actor’s government and depth of domestic support (or leadership 
effectiveness and stakeholder support for nonstate actors) are crucial for developing and sustaining 
political will.36 Without either of those components, the likelihood for successful use of power is 
significantly reduced.

One of the most visible uses of power is in the use of force. There are a number of reasons 
given for its employment. In 1966, the classic analyst of the use of force and influence, Thomas 
Schelling, described the use or threat of force as a kind of “vicious diplomacy.” He described 
four different ways in which force might be used: deterrence, compellence, coercion, and brute 
force. Deterrence seeks to prevent another actor from doing something that it might otherwise 
have done. This is implemented over an indefinite period of time by convincing the deteree that 
he cannot successfully achieve the aim he seeks, sometimes by demonstrating sufficient force to 
prevent achievement and sometimes by promising a punishing response should the target engage 
in the action. An actor chooses to use compellence when it desires to make an enemy do something 
by a specific time deadline. It might have the positive effect of persuading an adversary to cease 
unacceptable behavior, or it might cause him to retreat from seized positions or surrender assets 
illicitly taken. Compellence is usually used after deterrence has failed, although that condition is 
not a prerequisite. It can carry the promise of inflicting an escalating level of damage to a foe until 
it meets demands. It might also provide some type of reward for meeting the demands. For both 
deterrence and compellence to be successful, both the threatened penalty and promised reward (if 
applicable) must be credible. 37

Coercion is the intent to inflict pain if an opponent does not do what you want. It is normally 
most successful when held in reserve as a credible threat. Signaling the credibility and intensity 
of the threat are keys to success. Different from compellence, coercion only offers a threat for 
noncompliance without a reward for compliance. Brute force is directly taking what the actor wants. 
It is not dependent on signaling intent to the opponent and succeeds when used based simply on the 
success of the application of force. Brute force is ultimately not about asking, but taking whatever 
the actor wants through the direct use of force.38 

Virtually any action taken by an actor in the international system, whether it be peaceful or 
forceful, will likely be done for the purpose of supporting the interests of the executing actor. The 
national interest is intended to identify what is most important to the actor. Until the 17th century, the 
national interest was usually viewed as secondary to that of religion or morality. To engage in war, 
rulers typically needed to justify their action in these contexts. This changed with the coming of the 
Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. For a state, the national interest is likely to be multi-faceted and can be 
oriented on political, economic, military, or cultural objectives. The most significant interest is state 
survival and security. The term “vital” is frequently applied to this interest, with the “implication 
being that the stake is so fundamental to the well being of the state that it cannot be compromised” 
and may require the use of military force to sustain it. Other types of interests considered to be 
important are the pursuit of wealth and economic growth, the promotion of ideological principles, 
and the establishment of a favorable world order. In addition, many states believe the preservation 
of the national culture in the state to be of great significance.39 Ultimately, it is the state’s assessment 
of the importance of its national interests that will determine much or all of what it will do or not 
do within the international system. 
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Why Does the International System Behave the Way it Does?

Given a belief that the international system is composed of a structure and associated interacting 
units, political scientists in the late 1950s developed the concept known as levels of analysis to 
help analyze all the dynamics of interaction in the system.They believed examining problems in 
international relations from different perspectives on the actors would help determine why different 
units and structures in the international system behave as they do. They called the perspective 
points levels. Levels represent locations where both outcomes and sources of explanation can be 
identified. The five most frequently used levels of analysis are: 
 1. International systems—largest grouping of interacting or interdependent units with no system 
above them. Encompasses entire planet.
 2. International subsystems—groups or units within the international system that can 
be distinguished from the entire system by the nature or intensity of their interactions with or 
interdependence on each other. [Examples: Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
Organization of African Unity (OAU), and the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC)].
 3. Units—actors consisting of various subgroups, organizations, communities, and many 
individuals, all with standing at higher levels. [Examples: states, nations, multinational corporations 
(MNC)]
 4. Subunits—organized groups of individuals within units that are able or try to affect the 
behavior of the unit as a whole. [Examples: bureaucracies, lobbies]
 5. Individuals. 40

Making use of the levels of analysis, international relations theory attempts to provide a 
conceptual model with which to analyze the international system. Each theory relies on different 
sets of assumptions and often a different level of analysis. The respective theories act as lenses, 
allowing the wearer to only view the key events relevant to a particular theory. An adherent of one 
theory may completely disregard an event that another could view as crucial, and vice versa.41

International relations (IR) theories can be divided into theories that focus primarily on a state-
level analysis and those that orient on an overall systemic approach. Many, often conflicting, ways 
of thinking exist in international relations theory. The two most prevalent schools of thought are: 
Realism and Liberalism; though increasingly, Idealism, also known as Constructivism is becoming 
a competing concept.42 

Realism has been a major, if the not the dominant, theory of international relations since the end 
of World War II. From the realist perspective, struggle, conflict, and competition are inevitable in 
the international system. Mankind is not benevolent and kind but self-centered and competitive. 
Realism assumes that the international system is anarchic because there is no authority above 
states capable of regulating their interactions; states must arrive at relations with other states on 
their own, rather than by obeying the dictates of some higher entity. States and not international 
institutions, non-governmental organizations, or multinational corporations are the primary actors 
in the international system. For states to thrive and survive, they must orient on security as their 
most fundamental national interest. Without security, no other goals are possible. States must 
struggle for power in that system; this produces the constant competition and conflict.43 Military 
force is the ultimate arbiter in the struggle for power. Each state is a rational actor that always acts in 
accordance with its own self-interest. The primary goal is always ensuring its own security. Strong 
leaders are key to success in this environment and will be required to exhibit realistic vice morally 
idealistic based positions. 
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Realism asserts that states are inherently aggressive, and territorial expansion is only constrained 
by opposing state(s). This aggressive orientation, however, leads to a security dilemma because 
increasing one’s own security produces greater instability as opponents build up their forces to 
balance. Thus, with realism, security is a zero-sum game where states make only relative gains.44 

A variation of realism is called neorealism. Rather than the realist view of the influence of human 
nature, neorealists believe that the structure of the international system controls and impacts all 
actors. In effect, it is the system itself that is in charge. States, with their orientation on survival, 
have a primary if not sole focus on war and peace. For a neorealist, state interests shape behavior. 
In neorealism the success of regimes is totally dependent on the support of strong powers.45 

The international system constrains states. The system comprises both the states and the structure 
within which they exist and interact. From a neorealist point of view, cooperation is more likely 
than a pure realist claims because states are more interested in relative than absolute gains. States 
are often willing to bargain to give something up.46 

Several principal notions, especially since Immanuel Kant drafted “Perpetual Peace” in 1795, 
have characterized liberalism as another fundamental theoretical basis for international relations: 

Peace can best be secured through the spread of democratic institutions on a worldwide basis. Governments, 
not people cause wars. . . . Free Markets and human nature’s perfectibility would encourage interdependence 
and demonstrate conclusively that war does not pay. . . . Disputes would be settled by established judicial 
procedures. …Security would be a collective, communal responsibility rather than an individual one.47 

Liberalism, which in this context differs from liberalism as used in the liberal-conservative 
political paradigm, maintains that interaction between states goes beyond the political to the 
economic components of the international system—to include commercial firms, organizations 
and individuals. Thus, instead of the realist anarchic international system, liberals see plenty of 
opportunities for cooperation and broader notions of power like cultural capital. Liberals also 
assume that states can make absolute gains through cooperation and interdependence—thus peace 
and stability are possible in the system.48

One primary hope of liberals for stability is the democratic peace concept. The main propositions 
of this concept are: peace through the expansion of democratic institutions; populations of states 
focus naturally on their economic and social welfare as opposed to imperialistic militarism; the 
subordination of states to an international legal system; and commitment to collective security 
enhances stability. Perhaps the most important element of the democratic peace concept is the 
belief that liberal democratic states are likely to remain at peace with one another. The international 
judicial system, combined with the perceived economic and social success of liberal states, normally 
dictates avoidance of external conflict, especially with another liberal democratic state.49 

As with classic realism, liberalism has a related alternative called neoliberalism. This 
postulates that the system is not in charge of everything; states make their own decisions. States 
are not only interested in survival, but also in cooperation. International institutions can promote 
cooperation; there are options beyond war and peace. Rules, principles, ideas, social norms, and 
conventions must be considered. With neoliberalism there is a much greater degree of cooperation 
in the international system than neorealism is willing to acknowledge. To a great degree this is as a 
result of the success of international regimes.50 

Regimes as a framework of rules, expectations, and prescriptions between actors can change 
state behavior, particularly in the arena of cooperation.51 Regimes often develop their own interests 
and become actors in the system.52 Regimes come about for many reasons. They can benefit all 
actors in the system and do not require a hegemonic state for support. The more times states 
cooperate in a regime, the more opportunity exists to change the behavior of a particular state. In 
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effect, regimes can change state behavior. There is a shared interest that can ultimately benefit both 
parties. Institutional incentives can motivate states to cooperate peacefully even in situations when 
force might be considered. A regime’s intervention in state behavior can lead to cooperation. The 
result is that the existence of regimes makes cooperation more likely—which, in turn, could help 
drive change.53

Idealism, also known as constructivism, rejects standard realist and liberal views of the 
international system, arguing that states derive interests from ideas and norms. Idealists believe 
that the effects of anarchy in the system are not all defining, but “anarchy is what states make of 
it.”54 For an idealist, the state’s identity shapes its interests. To understand change, an idealist must 
assess a states’ identity. States are social beings and much of their identity is a social construct. 
If a state identifies itself as a hegemonic global policeman, it will shape its interests accordingly. 
States that self-identify as peace-loving economic powers emphasize different interests. Who a 
state is—primarily in the form of culture—will shape that state’s identity. States understand other 
states through their actions. Key for an idealist, one state’s reaction will affect the way another state 
behaves.55

Summary.

In the end, there is no single answer for why any actor in the 21st century international system 
behaves the way that it does. There is also no single description for all the actors in the system, 
as well as no predictable method that any of them will use to interact. In effect, even considering 
the complexities of the 20th century, the 21st century international system is highly likely to be 
more complex than ever. Clearly the nation-state will continue to be the primary actor, but it will 
have increasing competition from the nonstate actors that have emerged in the later part of the last 
century. Advances in communication and transportation, along with the information revolution’s 
contribution to globalization, have provided both emerging states and nonstate actors a degree of 
international influence never previously imagined. From the perspective of a 21st century strategic 
leader, these emerging state and nonstate actors and emerging transnational threats will create 
numerous challenges and opportunities. These challenges and opportunities will force leaders to 
address issues like determining the exact threat, assessing the intensity of national interests at stake, 
deciding whether to employ hard or soft power, and opting to work with alliances or coalitions or 
to go it alone. Ultimately, understanding these issues and many others dependent on the situation 
will be critical for the success of any actor in the 21st century international system. 
 
ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 9

 1. G. R. Berridge and Alan James, A Dictionary of Diplomacy, Hampshire, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, p. 148.

 2. Graham Evans and Jeffrey Newnham, The Penguin Dictionary of International Relations, London: Penguin Books, 
1998, p. 277. 

 3. Berridge and James, 180; Martin Griffiths and Terry O’Callaghan, International Relations: The Key Concepts, London: 
Routledge, 2002, 209. 

 4. Evans and Newnham, p. 512. 

 5. John Baylis and Steve Smith, The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 158.

 6. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 296-297.



132

 7. Bayles and Smith, p. 258; Berridge and James, p. 189. 

 8. Ibid., pp. 145-146; Evans and Newnham, p. 270.
 
 9. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 215-216; Baylis and Smith, p. 370.

 10. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 199-201; Baylis and Smith, pp. 362-363. 

 11. Evans and Newnham, pp. 471-472; Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 272-273.

 12. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, p. 272; Baylis and Smith, p. 303. 

 13. Evans and Newnham, p. 167; Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 105-106; Baylis and Smith, p. 477.

 14. Theresa Whelan, Africa’s	Ungoverned	Space	-	A	New	Paradigm	Briefing, Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Africa, December 19, 2005.

 15. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 280-282; Institute for Defense Analysis, Glossary: Terminology Related to Operations 
Involving Civilian and Military Resources, Working Draft, Alexandria, VA: IDA, January 26, 2005, pp. IV-16.

 16. Evans and Newnham, p. 541-542.

 17. Institute for National Strategic Studies, Strategic Assessment 1995: U.S. Security Challenges in Transition, 
Washington, DC: National Defense University, 1995, online at www.ndu.edu/inss/Strategic%20Assessments/sa95/sach14co.
html; Institute for National Strategic Studies, Strategic Assessment 1999: Priorities for a Turbulent World, Washington, DC: 
National Defense University, 1999, p. 245; Paul J. Smith, “Transnational Security Threats and State Survival: A Role for 
the Military,” Parameters, Autumn 2000, p. 79. 

 18. Institute for National Strategic Studies, Strategic Assessment 1999, pp. 246-247.

 19. Evans and Newnham, p. 15; Griffiths and O’Callaghan, p. 1.

 20. Berridge and James, p. 40.

 21. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balancing, accessed February 3, 2006.

 22. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bandwagoning, accessed February 3, 2006.

 23. Ibid.

 24. Evans and Newnham, p. 42.

 25. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, p. 12.

 26. Ibid., p. 13.

 27. Evans and Newnham, p. 43.

 28. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, pp. 38-39; Berridge and James, p. 41.

 29. Evans and Newnham, pp. 490-491.

 30. American Council for United Nations University, Environmental Security Study, 2.1, www.acunu.org/millenium/
es-2def.html, accessed February 4, 2006.

 31. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, p. 253.



133

 32. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hard_power, accessed February 4, 2006.

 33. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soft_power, accessed February 4, 2006.

 34. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, p. 253.

 35. The White House, National Strategy for Combating Terrorism, Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 
September 2006, p. 1; Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, National Military Strategic Plan for the War on Terrorism, The 
Pentagon, February 1, 2006, p. 6; and Homeland Security Council, National Strategy for Homeland Security, Washington, 
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, October 2007, p. 13.

 36. Griffiths and O’Callaghan, p. 254.

 37. Tami Davis Biddle, “The Use of Military Force,” unpublished paper; Harry R. Yarger, Theory of War and 
Strategy “Instructor Notes: Weapons of Mass Destruction and Theory,” U.S. Army War College, September 19, 2005. 

 38. Ibid.

 39. Newnham and Evans, pp. 344-346 and Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Interest, accessed February 4, 
2006.

 40. Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis, Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 1998, pp. 5-6.

 41. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_relations_theory, accessed February 4, 2006.

 42. Ibid.

 43. Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Fourth 
Edition, 1967); Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realism, accessed February 4, 2006. 

 44. Ibid.

 45. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, New York: Random House, 1979; Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/neorealism, accessed February 4, 2006.

 46. Joseph M. Grieco, “Anarchy and the Limits of Cooperation: A Realist Critique of the Newest Liberal Institutions,” 
in David A. Baldwin, ed., Neorealism and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate, New York: Columbia University Press, 
1993. 

 47. Evans and Newnham, pp. 304-305.

 48. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberalism, accessed February 6, 2006.

 49. Michael W. Doyle, “Liberalism and World Politics,” American Political Science Review, December 1986,Vol. 80, 
No. 4, p. 1157.

 50. Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy, Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1984.

 51. Evans and Newnham, p. 471.

 52. Mark A. Pollack, “Delegation, Agency and Agenda Setting in the European Community,” International 
Organization, Vol. 51, pp. 99-135.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberalism


134

 53. Keohane, After Hegemony.

 54. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constructivism, accessed February 4, 2006.

 55. Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1999.



135

CHAPTER 10

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY AND AMERICAN GRAND STRATEGY

Janeen M. Klinger

Theory cannot equip the mind with formulas for solving problems, nor can it mark the narrow path on which 
the sole solution is supposed to lie by planting a hedge of principles on either side. But it can give the mind 
insight into the great mass of phenomena and of their relationships, then leave it free to rise into the higher 
realms of action.

     Carl von Clausewitz, On War1

 This chapter takes as its starting point Clausewitz’ view concerning the pedagogic role of theory 
for practitioners illustrated by the opening quote. Like Clausewitz’ theory of war, scholarship from 
the field of international relations theory offers insights that would benefit policy-makers working 
in the realm of American grand strategy. Bridging the gap between theory and practice in this 
case can be difficult because much of the specialized academic literature can seem so arcane and 
“impractical” since it offers no clear-cut blueprint or “hedge of principles” for conducting the optimal 
grand strategy. Moreover, since there are several schools of thought whose conclusions often seem 
to be contradictory, strategic thinkers can become bogged down trying to ascertain which theory 
is the “correct” one. In fact, international relations theory should not be conceived as either true or 
false, but as providing a way for organizing ideas about the underlying dynamics in international 
politics. And in this task, each school of international relations theory is equally useful. 
 The aim of this chapter is to outline the basic tenets of three different schools in international 
relations that go by the labels realist, liberal institutionalist, and constructivist2 to show the practical 
significance of the field’s theoretical ideas. The discussion that follows will attempt to show the 
linkages and commonalities among the schools and avoid a characterization that paints them as 
rival interpretations. The discussion also aims to avoid simplistic caricatures of the three approaches 
under consideration. In this way, we hope to discourage the reader from becoming a committed 
partisan to any single approach. As a starting point each theory shares the common task of trying 
to answer the key questions that bedevil policy-makers formulating grand strategy: How can we 
best shape events to serve our national interests? How will other states respond to our actions? For 
the United States that began the 21st century commanding a position of hegemony that some critics 
labeled “hyper-power,” international relations theory has the potential to suggest which courses of 
action are most likely to yield stability and which are most likely to corrode it.

Realism and the Construction of a Theory of International Relations.

We begin our discussion with the realist school because realist scholars assert their approach 
has an ancient lineage that can be traced back to ancient Greece. In addition, the realists were the 
first scholars of international politics to explicitly attempt to move beyond mere description of 
international politics by creating a theory for their discipline. 

The basic precepts of realism are easy to summarize. The emergence of many independent, 
sovereign states in Europe in the seventeenth century, none of which acknowledged any superior 
authority, created an anarchical international system. Within such a system there could not be a 
genuine international society but only a conflict of interest and struggle for survival so that interstate 
relations were ultimately regulated by warfare. For realists, conditions in the international state 
system are captured in the metaphor developed by 17th century political philosophers of a “state 
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of nature.” Further, drawing on models of game theory, realists demonstrate that although states 
might recognize that cooperation would yield benefits, the very structure of their situation precludes 
them from cooperation because other states might cheat on agreements and thus jeopardize their 
security. Expressed in the jargon of game theory, the underlying dynamic of international politics is 
one where independent decision-making leads to sub-optimal outcomes.3 Realists claim the validity 
of their analysis is demonstrated by the fact that its precepts have been identified by classic thinkers 
even before the emergence of the state system.

An accurate portrayal of the origins of realism must first demolish the cliché myth that realism’s 
explanatory power is strengthened by the fact that classic thinkers from Thucydides to Machiavelli 
identified its underlying principles. Proponents of the realist perspective point to the famous passage 
in the Peloponnesian War where the Athenians tell the Melians:

. . . since you know as well as we do that, when these matters are discussed by practical people, the standard 
of justice depends on the equality of power to compel and that in fact the strong do what they have the power 
to do and the weak accept what they have to accept.4 

After the speech, the Athenians go on to kill all Melian men of military age and sell the women 
and children into slavery. Realists cite this passage and the events that followed to support their 
claim to represent an understanding of the underlying dynamics of international politics that is 
universal across time and space and that can hardly be altered by human choice or action. Yet, 
scholars citing the passage omit the fact that the events Thucydides described took place in the 
16th year of the war. Consequently, one cannot assert that Thucydides was stating a basic law of 
international politics, when he might well be drawing a lesson about the impact of prolonged war 
on a society. This decidedly “unrealist” reading of Thucydides can also be supported by the fact 
that the Athenians took quite different actions when they voted to spare the Mytilenians earlier in 
the same war. Further, one can even interpret Thucydides choice to recount the Athenian decision, 
taken immediately after the Melian affair, to sail to Sicily where they met with military catastrophe 
as suggesting a lesson about the consequences of imperial ambition.5 
 The second classic thinker often called a founding member of realism is, of course, Niccolo 
Machiavelli. In one sense, Machiavelli’s reputation as a realist is deserved and stems from his 
rejection of the medieval approach to political philosophy that focused on how men should live, 
rather than describe how they do live. Further, his book, The Prince, provides the classic expression 
of realpolitik that has led to the negative connotation of the term “Machiavellian.” However, 
Machiavelli’s biography suggests that the book was less an effort to ascertain universal principles of 
political behavior than an effort to salvage his own position. As a Florentine diplomat who served 
in the republic, Machiavelli lost his position when the Medicis returned to power in 1512. Moreover, 
Machiavelli was implicated in an anti-Medici plot, imprisoned, and tortured. He wrote The Prince in 
1513 in an effort to ingratiate himself to the Medici family—most likely in the hopes of recovering 
his position. The circumstances under which Machiavelli wrote The Prince shaped its content in a 
way that detracts from it as an authentic expression of realism.
 One can gain a better appreciation of Machiavelli’s genuine political orientation by reading his 
longer work, Discourses: On the First Ten Books of Titus Livius. This book was written over a 5-year 
period (1512-1517) and provides a celebration of the virtues of a republican form of government that 
is absent in The Prince. His political preferences are most apparent when comparing a republican 
form of government with a monarchy. In one chapter he says:

But as regards prudence and stability, I say that the people are more prudent and stable, and have better 
judgment than a prince; and it is not without good reason that it is said, “The voice of the people is the voice 
of God.”
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He goes on to add:

For a licentious and mutinous people may easily be brought back to good conduct by the influence and 
persuasion of a good man, but an evil minded prince is not amenable to such influences, and therefore there 
is no remedy against him but cold steel.6

Although Machiavelli is not the founder of realism often claimed, the ambiguity in his work is 
sufficient that one can trace some contributions to both a realist and institutionalist tradition of 
international relations theory to him.7

To show as we have that realists cannot claim to be the heirs of a long-standing tradition with 
ancient roots is not intended to discredit that school of thought. Yet realists claim that one great 
virtue of their approach to understanding international politics lies in its ability to explain continuity 
in state behavior that is evident from the long history of realist views found in the classic works 
discussed above. In fact, the realism located in both Thucydides and Machiavelli is at best over-
exaggerated and at worst a complete distortion of their ideas. The one classic thinker that realists 
can claim as a progenitor for their ideas is Thomas Hobbes, who was one of the seventeenth century 
writers to develop the concept of “state of nature.” In this case, however, we must note that his 
tract on behalf of absolute monarchy, The Leviathan, containing as it did his pessimistic assessment 
of human nature, was written against the experience of the English Civil War in which all the 
characteristics we associate with failed states were in evidence. Therefore, the validity of drawing 
universal inferences about behavior from such circumstances must certainly be questioned.

Given the tenuous links with classic writers, the best place to begin an elaboration of realism 
lies in the work of Hans Morgenthau. Aspects of Morgenthau’s biography help explain the content 
of his ideas, while circumstances of his era help explain why his ideas would resonate with his 
contemporaries. Hans Morgenthau was born in Germany in 1904. He witnessed the major 20th 
century traumas of his country: defeat in the first world war, the collapse of the Weimar Republic, 
and the rise of Adolf Hitler. Morgenthau left Germany for the United States in 1937. Given what 
he saw as the irrationality of German fascism with its rabid anti-Semitism that shaped its foreign 
policy, it is not surprising that Morgenthau would contrive to place foreign policy on a more rational 
foundation. He described that foundation in his classic book, Politics Among Nations, first published 
in 1948. Needless to say, a book whose purpose was to provide a “rational theory” of international 
politics found fertile soil in the environment after World War II. That era was marked by a profound 
disillusionment with inter-war diplomacy whose crusading idealism, symbolized by the League of 
Nations and the Kellogg-Briand Pact to outlaw war, failed to stop the conflagration that began in 
1939. Morgenthau’s ideas proved sufficiently compelling that his book continued to be published 
long after his death with the latest edition appearing in 2005.

Morgenthau began his analysis with a claim to found a science of international politics based 
on objective laws of human nature. From this origin he developed his core concept and one of his 
six principles of realism as “interest defined in terms of power.”8 This core concept served both 
practical and scholarly functions. For the statesman, the concept provided a yard stick for measuring 
policy by enabling him to ask: How does this policy affect the power of the nation? For academics, 
Morgenthau’s stress on the rational element had the virtue of aiding theoretical understanding 
and could therefore account for “. . .that astounding continuity in foreign policy which makes 
American, British, or Russian foreign policy appear as an intelligible, rational continuum, by and 
large consistent within itself, regardless of the different motives, preferences and intellectual and 
moral qualities of successive statesmen.”9

By reducing the basic motive for states to “interest defined in terms of power,” Morgenthau 
simplified the task of understanding the actions of states for both practitioners and scholars alike. 
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For Morgenthau, his realist view guarded against the fallacy that understanding or anticipating 
a state’s behavior required knowledge of either its motives or its ideological preferences. The 
realism of Morgenthau can be summarized as favoring an understanding of state behavior based 
on calculations of interest and power without reference to morality. As such, Morgenthau’s work 
became vulnerable to a charge that it was amoral, although that charge cannot really be substantiated. 
For Morgenthau, prudence is the supreme virtue of politics, and prudence is the necessary pre-
condition for any kind of morality. Almost by definition only a rational, realist foreign policy could 
be moral to the extent it ensures a moderation that saves states from “moral excess and political 
folly.”10 One can appreciate why a refugee from Hitler’s Germany would come to define and value 
prudence and moderation as the only sound basis for a moral foreign policy.

Morgenthau’s realism is, to be sure, highly pragmatic, and he is critical of statesmen like John 
Foster Dulles who introduced a crusading moralism as a guiding principle of American foreign policy. 
Morgenthau was an early critic of the American war in Vietnam and not on legal or moral grounds, 
but because he believed the war did not serve American interests.11 Morgenthau’s principles of 
realism also have the virtue of guarding against the hubris of imperial power—particularly relevant 
to post-Cold War America—and he noted that the moral aspirations of any particular nation are 
not synonymous with the moral laws that govern the universe. On this score, the profound moral 
vision that informs his realism was apparent when he said:

The lighthearted equation between a particular nationalism and the counsels of Providence is morally 
indefensible, for it is that very sin of pride against which the Greek tragedians and the Biblical prophets have 
warned rulers and ruled. That equation is also politically pernicious, for it is liable to engender the distortion 
in judgment which, in the blindness of crusading frenzy, destroys nations and civilizations—in the name of 
moral principle, ideal or God himself.12

 Before leaving our discussion of Morgenthau, it is appropriate to point out that for all of his 
emphasis on the struggle for power as the underlying dynamic force in international politics, and 
the fact that subsequent realists view him as their intellectual godfather, Morgenthau foreshadowed 
approaches used by the two other schools of international relations theory. In his discussion of 
British predominance in the nineteenth century he noted that Britain was able to overcome all 
serious challenges to its superiority because its self-restraint enabled it to gain allies and minimize 
the incentive of other powers to challenge it. Such a view suggests that the domestic character and 
nature of a regime shapes its behavior as much as external circumstances.13 The view that domestic 
politics deserves equal causal weight as external conditions—a view rejected by other realists—
would be expanded upon subsequently by liberal institutionalists, as we will see below. 

Morgenthau also foreshadowed constructivist analysis in both his discussion of the balance 
of power and of the impact of nationalism. Morgenthau did not conceive of the balance of power 
as some automatic process or universal behavior, but rather as a process that rested on the moral 
and political unity of Europe. Translating Morgenthau’s insight into constructivist terminology, 
we would say that the balance of power is socially constructed by states and therefore has no 
independent permanent existence external to them. Similarly, Morgenthau noted that states viewed 
themselves and their very identity quite differently as a result of nationalism, and he denounced the 
pernicious impact of nationalism on state behavior because it undermines the restraint necessary 
for moral conduct. He said:

Compromise, the virtue of the old diplomacy, becomes the treason of the new; for the mutual accommodation 
of conflicting claims, possible or legitimate with a common framework of moral standards, amounts to 
surrender when the moral standards themselves are the stakes of the conflict.14
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Morgenthau’s view here is consistent with constructivist claims that socially constructed identities 
shape behavior of states. We will return to constructivist analysis later in this chapter.
 Other realist scholars followed in Morgenthau’s footsteps. Perhaps most notable among them is 
Kenneth Waltz, whose influential Theory of International Politics was published in 1979, the year that 
Hans Morgenthau died. Waltz came to the study of international politics from economics and drew 
on the logic of that discipline for his analysis of international politics.15 Given the logic of micro-
economic theory, it is not surprising that Waltz viewed all states as similarly motivated and rational, 
value-maximizing actors. In fact, the assumption that states apply an economic mode of reasoning 
pervades the work of other realists as well as the work of liberal institutionalist scholars.
 Waltz moved away from Morgenthau’s version of realism in some important ways that earned 
his work the label of neo-realism. First, Waltz’ theory is more abstract than Morgenthau’s, and he 
strives to create a theory that is both parsimonious and elegant. The greater level of abstraction 
is justified by his definition of the function of theory and its distinction from the related concept, 
“laws.” For Waltz, laws identify invariant or probable associations that can be ascertained as true. 
Theories on the other hand explain why laws are true. He concludes from this distinction that “A 
theory though related to the world about which explanations are wanted, always remains distinct 
from the world.”16

Second, unlike Morgenthau, Waltz sees power as a means and not as an end that states pursue. 
Power provides the means by which states achieve their core interest or objective, which is survival. 
Third, Waltz emphasizes more strongly than Morgenthau the extent to which state behavior is 
shaped by external conditions. Waltz asserts that his theory is a “systems” theory because it shows 
how the organization of units (states) affects their interaction and behavior. Waltz’ focus on systems-
level causes means that, for him, impersonal forces shape behavior rather than objective laws of 
human nature. Thus, Waltz rejects Morgenthau’s pessimistic view of human nature that traced 
state behavior back to man’s inherent lust for power.17 The crucial component of the system lies 
in its structure, anarchy, and the distribution of power in the system. For all practical purposes 
determining the distribution of power means counting the number of great powers to determine if 
the system has a multi-polar or a bipolar structure. Waltz’ emphasis on system structure is why the 
approach is sometimes labeled “structural realism.”
 For Waltz, the structure of the international system and power as the means by which states 
seek to ensure their survival are linked to shaping behavior and outcomes. Unlike Morgenthau who 
saw the operation of the European balance of power as dependent on a common moral framework, 
Waltz conceives of the balance of power as an automatic process akin to the law of gravity in the 
physical sciences. Because all states have the same core interest to survive, they will balance against 
a greater power because any concentration of power has the potential to threaten their survival. 
Waltz logically expects then, that balancing behavior means states will tend to join the weaker of two 
coalitions to check the power of the stronger one. Because the structure of the international system 
influences the means available to balance power, different structures have different implications 
for peace and war. Thus, a multi-polar system with many comparable power centers necessarily 
relies on alliances as the balancing mechanism. Reliance on alliances creates great uncertainty 
among states as to who actually threatens whom. Uncertainty is also compounded by the fact that a 
defection from one alliance will completely alter the capability of that alliance and hence jeopardize 
the survival of its members. Diplomacy within a multi-polar system is fraught with such uncertainty 
that states easily miscalculate. Pervasive miscalculation, in turn, will make multi-polar systems 
warlike. Indeed, some historians suggest that during the multipolar system from 1688 to 1939, there 
were not just two but nine world wars.18

 In contrast to his expectations concerning a multi-polar system, Waltz expects a bipolar system to 
be less warlike because the two great powers that dominated the system after 1945 relied on internal 
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mechanisms to balance each other rather than alliances. For Waltz, such internal balancing is more 
reliable and precise and does not generate the uncertainty that makes states prone to miscalculation. 
To be sure, Waltz recognizes that each of the superpowers in the bipolar system created alliances, 
but these did not serve to balance power between the two alliance leaders. Rather, the alliances 
provided the weaker members a guarantee of protection. Furthermore, because the discrepancy in 
power between the superpowers and the states within their respective alliances was so great, any 
realignment through defection of one state to the other side would not be destabilizing. Thus, Waltz 
notes that both the United States and the Soviet Union experienced the loss of China to the other 
side, yet the loss was easily tolerated and did not prompt war because it did not fundamentally alter 
the balance between the two superpowers.19

 Several observations about Waltz’ analysis should be noted at this point. First, in Theory of 
International Politics, Waltz categorically puts the causal force shaping state behavior and therefore 
foreign policy on external factors. One does not need to know about the domestic political system 
or culture of a state or the character of its national leaders to infer general expectations about its 
behavior. Quite different states can be expected to respond in the same way to the same external 
structural conditions. Couched in social science terminology, the structure of the international 
system acts as an intervening variable between an actor’s purpose and the outcome he achieves. 
The way the international system shapes or disciplines the behavior of states is illustrated by the 
famous example of Leon Trotsky. Appointed as the first Soviet Commissar for foreign relations, 
Trotsky believed the new Bolshevik government would be able to pursue a new revolutionary 
foreign policy without reference to the international system. He expected that as foreign minister 
he would “issue some revolutionary proclamations to the peoples and then close up the joint.”20 Of 
course, Trotsky was mistaken about his ability to ignore the realities of the international system. As 
further supporting evidence for the influence of structure on behavior, Waltz notes that for the two 
world wars of the 20th century, the same principal countries lined up against each other despite 
the domestic political upheavals and the changes in leadership that occurred during the interwar 
period.21 

Yet if Waltz’ claim that the underlying dynamic of international politics is unchanging, and state- 
level factors cannot transform the system, then one must conclude logically that if the Axis powers 
had won World War II and a bipolar structure organized around the leadership of Germany and 
Japan had emerged, conditions in international politics would not have evolved much differently. 
Similarly, a Soviet victory in the Cold War would not be expected to have transformed the system in 
any meaningful way. These counterfactual examples are suggestive of the limits to an understanding 
of international politics that places the greatest causal weight on the external environment. Waltz 
himself moved away from that extreme view and admitted in a later article that “The causes of war 
lie not simply in states or in the state system; they are found in both.”22

 A second observation needs to be made concerning Waltz’ claim about the greater peacefulness 
of the bipolar system that emerged in 1945. He asserts that the peacefulness was the result of the 
internal balancing mechanism that made the superpowers less prone to miscalculate. Yet nuclear 
weapons came into existence at the same time as the bipolar structure. Consequently, one cannot 
ascertain for sure whether the absence of war between the superpowers was the result of the 
change in military technology or the bipolar structure. Finally, from the standpoint of practical 
policy-making, Waltz’ theory has the drawback of working at such a level of generality—and one 
he readily admits—that statesmen are unlikely to be able to use it to evaluate courses of action.23 
However, Waltz does provide a very practical warning about the hazard of overextension that is 
inherent in the excessive concentration of power found in a unipolar structure. Waltz believes such 
a structure is not likely to be durable because a country leading a unipolar structure will be tempted 
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to misuse the concentration of power it enjoys, so that “. . . even if a dominant power behaves with 
moderation, restraint, and forbearance, weaker states will worry about its future behavior.”24

The Liberal Institutionalist Response.

 Although realist scholars assert the persistence and dominance of their approach to understanding 
international politics, an alternative view that questions the basic tenets of realism has wide appeal. 
The alternative view starts with a different sense of the “state of nature” metaphor—one that is 
derived from John Locke rather than Thomas Hobbes. Locke, who was a contemporary of Hobbes, 
believed that the absence of government authority created a state of nature that was a state of liberty, 
but was not a state of license leading to conflict and war. Consequently, cooperation and order are 
feasible even in the absence of preponderant power, and the liberal institutionalist school focuses 
on the many factors that contribute to expanding opportunities for collaboration among states. For 
liberal scholars the era of total war begun by Napoleon and continuing with the two world wars 
of the 20th century demonstrated the growing dysfunction of the costs of great power rivalry that 
undermine the very ability of great powers to secure their interests. Thus, liberal scholars assert 
that a transformation in international politics occurred that created regions where war is virtually 
obsolete. These zones of peace, exemplified by the creation of the European Union, is testament to 
the fact that the anarchy induced competition can be overcome. 

The coexistence of realist and liberal theory is illustrated by the ebb and flow of diplomatic practice 
that draws on the assumptions of one or the other school of thought. The notion that acceptable 
diplomatic practice must be based on self-interest embodied in raison d’etat was unquestioned by 
leaders until the end of World War I. That war had a sobering effect on statesmen who realized that 
total war among the advanced industrial states was catastrophic. This led to a wholesale rejection 
of realist statecraft and acceptance of a new liberal practice. The liberal practice sought to replace 
balance of power considerations with collective security and to regulate interstate relations on the 
basis of open diplomacy and law. The failure of such liberal statecraft to avert the Second World 
War seemed at the time to invalidate liberal principles and practice and reestablish the eternal 
verities of realism. E. H. Carr was a predominant spokesman who sought to critique the legalist-
moralistic diplomacy of the interwar period in his book, The Twenty-Year’s Crisis. In the end, Carr 
recognized that the pursuit of power by itself could not provide a firm foundation for international 
order and that any political order must rest on the twin pillars of power and legitimacy. He wrote:

If, however, it is utopian to ignore the element of power, it is an unreal kind of realism which ignores the 
element of morality in any world order. Just as within the state every government though it needs power as 
a basis of its authority, also needs the moral basis of the consent of the governed, so an international order 
cannot be based on power alone, for the simple reason that mankind will in the long run always revolt against 
naked power.25

Beginning in the 1970s a new generation of scholars sought to pick up where E. H. Carr’s con-
clusion ended to suggest that the liberal statecraft of the interwar period had not been wrong but 
merely premature. This new response to realism was launched by Robert O. Keohane and Joseph 
S. Nye’s edited volume, Transnational Relations and World Politics in 1970. Other works followed 
including Edward L. Morse, Modernization and the Transformation of International Relations which 
appeared in 1976. What these and other works shared in common was a recognition that profound 
changes had occurred during the past two hundred years so that state behavior could not be 
expected to resemble that of the European states in the 18th century. In some sense these early 
works reflecting liberal institutionalist views foreshadow analysis of the impact of globalization. 
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Although states still pursue survival as an objective, that survival is more broadly defined to 
include satisfying the demands of the people and ensuring prosperity. Given the fact that states 
have broadened their goals, they need to move away from reliance on military force and power 
with its drive for competitive unilateral advantage toward greater cooperation. Furthermore, the 
search for security increasingly takes place in an environment where borders have been made more 
porous by changes in technology and growing interdependence. Interdependence in turn makes a 
strategy that relies on unilateral drives for advantage self-defeating. It is important to underscore 
the point that liberal theorists do not believe that states have somehow acquired new ethics that 
value cooperation, but that the changes wrought by technology make it impossible for them to 
achieve their selfish objectives without cooperation.

Liberal institutionalists share the realist assumption that states are rational actors engaged in a 
continuing cost-benefit analysis, so they carry over the realist notion that states apply an economic 
mode of reasoning. Hence, liberal institutionalists reconfirm the realist assumption that state 
behavior is not significantly affected by cultural variation. However, as part of that actor rationality, 
liberal scholars believe states to be willing to forgo competition on behalf of greater gain, as long 
as they can eliminate the fear that other states might cheat on their agreements. International 
institutions are the means for minimizing fear and hence the reason that the school carries the label 
“institutionalist.” In addition, this liberal strand of theory shifts the causal weight for behavior away 
from the external conditions or structure toward the importance of domestic political institutions. 
Thus, liberalist scholars assert that the gradual spread of democratic governance provides states 
with added incentive to pursue objectives beyond a narrowly defined physical security. An 
additional theoretical corollary that grows from the observation of the impact that democracy has 
for international relations is the so-called democratic peace theory that asserts that democracies are 
less inclined to go to war against other democracies than they are against authoritarian states.26

Realists often accuse scholars writing in the liberal institutionalist tradition of paying insufficient 
attention to the role of power in international politics. This charge cannot really be substantiated, 
and we can illustrate this by looking at how liberalist scholars address the quintessentially realist 
phenomenon of war. In the discussion that follows we will look at liberal analysis of both the 
initiation of war and the nature of peace settlements that follow major wars. In each instance, liberal 
institutionalists draw implicitly on Morgenthau’s insight concerning the British restraint in the 
exercise of power in the nineteenth century that we noted earlier.

Power transition theory provides a conceptual framework for understanding the factors that 
contribute to the start of war. The book, The War Ledger by A. F. K. Organski and Jacek Kugler, 
outlines a model of power transition and explains its implications.27 As its name suggests, changes 
in the distribution of power play an important causal role in the initiation of war. Changes in power 
are driven by internal growth, and here power transition theory relies heavily on changes in gross 
domestic product (GDP) as a measurement. Changes in growth lead to a dynamic process of rise 
and decline in the power of states. From a strictly realist perspective, one would expect a dominant 
country to try to inhibit the growth of another state’s power. Similarly, one would expect the 
rising country to challenge the interests of the dominant country until the tension between the two 
countries becomes so great that war ensues. But changes in power are only one factor that accounts 
for the outbreak of war, and power transition theory is not purely realist.

The second factor that power transition theory identifies as contributing to the onset of war relates 
to the evaluation of the status quo. That status quo is composed of institutions, laws, and practices 
that govern state interactions and allocate rewards and punishments. As such, the specifics of the 
status quo arrangements reflect the preferences and interests of the dominant country. But it is how 
others, especially rising challengers, view the status quo that determines whether or not war breaks 
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out between a challenger and the dominant country. In other words, as E. H. Carr recognized, both 
power and legitimacy matter in terms of maintaining or breaking the peace.

Applying both variables to the Soviet-American rivalry during the Cold War illustrates the 
impact that power transition theory attributes to the interaction of power parity with satisfaction/
dissatisfaction of the status quo. The Soviet Union was very dissatisfied with the status quo established 
by the United States at the end of World War II, which included among other things the Bretton 
Woods system designed to foster economic openness. Yet, the Soviet Union came no where near 
matching the U.S. from the standpoint of power—particularly as measured by GDP. Consequently, 
no war occurred between the rising Soviet challenger and the dominant United States. One might 
speculate concerning the likelihood of war between the United States and China as being similarly 
dependent on whether or not China will reach power parity with the U.S. and become dissatisfied 
with the status quo.

The book that is most useful for understanding the nature of an acceptable status quo is G. John 
Ikenberry’s After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order After Major Wars. 
This work focuses on the origin of the status quo found in the peace settlements that conclude major 
wars. Like power transition theory, Ikenberry recognizes the indispensable role that power plays 
in establishing a status quo, for it is the victor in a major war that shapes the postwar world. From 
this position of power a state can choose to exercise its raw power and dominate others, or use its 
position to create a durable order. Realists and institutionalists differ in what they see as the likely 
choice of a dominant power. Ikenberry captures the two views when he notes:

The debate about the sources of international order is typically waged between those who stress the importance 
of power and those who stress the importance of institutions and ideas. This is a false dichotomy. State power 
and its disparities determine the basic dilemmas that states face in the creation and maintenance of order, 
but variations in the “solutions” that states have found to these dilemmas require additional theorizing. The 
character and stability of postwar order hinge on the capacities of states to develop institutional mechanisms 
to restrain power and establish binding commitments—capacities that stem from the political character of 
states and prevailing strategic thinking about the sources of international order.28

The cases Ikenberry examines show how, beginning in 1815, the leading state resorted to an 
institutional strategy and how subsequent peace settlements varied from the first one. In part, the 
variation in the institutional arrangements created by the peace settlement shows that the greater the 
power disparity after the war, the greater the capacity of the leading state to adopt an institutional 
strategy.
 Unlike other liberal institutionalist theorists who see the value of institutions in the extent to which 
they provide a mechanism that guards against cheating, Ikenberry sees institutions as transforming 
the very condition of anarchy to the point where it bears some resemblance to a “constitutional 
order.” He defines a constitutional order as one organized around agreed upon legal and political 
institutions that because they allocate rights and limit the exercise of power, make that concentrated 
power less consequential.29 Ikenberry’s view of anarchy then, is quite the opposite of the realists who 
see anarchy as an absolute. For Ikenberry, institutions can lead international politics to resemble 
domestic politics more closely. Institutions can do this because both the dominant state and weaker 
ones have a stake in the arrangement. Institutions give weaker states a voice and ensure against their 
exploitation by the strong. The dominant state has an incentive to conserve its power by committing 
to an arrangement that explicitly limits its own exercise of power. By so doing, the dominant state 
acquires acceptance by the weaker states, which lowers the enforcement costs to the dominant state 
for maintaining the order. By limiting the expense of maintaining international order, the dominant 
state minimizes the corrosive effect that imperial costs might otherwise impose. Ikenberry describes 
the dynamic behind the bargain this way:
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. . . the leading state gets a predictable and legitimate order based on agreed-upon rules and institutions. It 
obtains the acquiescence in this order by weaker states, which in turn allows it to conserve its power. In return, 
the leading state agrees to limits on its own actions and to open itself up to a political process in which the 
weaker states can actively press their interests upon the more powerful state. . . . Institutions play a two-sided 
role: they must bind the leading state when it is initially stronger and the subordinate states later when they 
are stronger.30

 Ikenberry recognizes that nations will not under all circumstances select the solution to 
order that relies on institutions, and that democracies are better suited to use this strategy than 
nondemocracies. Several reasons account for the relative ease that democracies have in establishing 
an institutional order. First, democracies have a higher level of political transparency and openness. 
Such transparency means that other states will be fully aware of their actions and the motives behind 
them. Part of the transparency involves political competition inherent in democratic processes that 
makes leaders accountable to an electorate. Related to transparency and political competition is the 
fact that decision-making is decentralized, which offers the opportunity for many actors (including 
other states) to influence policy. Finally, Ikenberry notes that democracies can be characterized by 
“policy viscosity,” which means there are institutional checks on abrupt policy shifts that reduce 
destabilizing surprises.31 In essence, Ikenberry moves beyond the thesis of a democratic peace to 
suggest that democracies—especially great powers in a position to establish world order—have 
foreign policy options that are not as available to nondemocracies. Thus, using our counter factual 
scenario about what would have happened if the Axis powers had won World War II, Ikenberry’s 
answer is quite a departure from what the realists like Waltz might say. The logic of Ikenberry’s 
analysis suggests that the Axis powers would have been less able to select an institutional strategy 
to lock in their power position and would have faced persistent, simmering resistance from other 
states.

Constructivists and the Social-Psychology of International Politics.

 Of all the approaches to international relations theory, perhaps the most difficult to summarize 
briefly is constructivism. Constructivism is the most recent school and its relative newness means 
that its precepts have not yet seeped into diplomatic practice, nor has its terminology entered 
public debate. Further, constructivism departs significantly from the other two schools, particularly 
in its rejection of the assumption that states use an economic mode of reasoning. In addition, of 
the three approaches, constructivism is most easily misrepresented because it rejects the crudely 
materialist view that the physical reality of the environment governs state behavior. Consequently, 
constructivists are often labeled idealists. In one sense, this is an unfortunate label because idealism 
conjures up notions of impractical, naïve and unrealistic views of the world. However, in another 
more philosophic sense, the label idealist is appropriate because constructivists focus on more 
intangible factors like the impact of ideas on state behavior. Thus the starting point for constructivist 
analysis is to consider facets of culture like norms and ideas as well as processes of social interaction 
as the best avenue for understanding state behavior. One way constructivists illustrate the weakness 
of a purely material explanation for state behavior is to consider U.S. relations with two neighbors, 
Cuba and Canada. From the standpoint of power, the two stand in comparable positions in relation 
to the U.S. Yet power is an insufficient explanation of U.S. behavior toward each.32 
 Alexander Wendt is one leading scholar who draws on a constructivist approach, which he 
outlines in his book, Social Theory of International Politics. Indeed, his work is sufficiently notable that 
a journal devoted to international security found it worthy as a subject of a major review essay. As 
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a starting point, Wendt notes that: 

A fundamental principle of constructivist social theory is that people act toward objects, including other actors, 
on the basis of the meanings that the objects have for them. States act differently toward enemies than they do 
toward friends because enemies are threatening and friends are not.33

Given such a principle, constructivists would never accept the fact that any given condition in 
international politics like anarchy (or balance of power) has an effect on state behavior that 
is universal across time and space. There is in other words, no inherent logic to anarchy, it is, 
as one author phrased it, an “empty vessel.”34 That empty vessel may be filled in various ways 
depending on social interaction of the states and the knowledge they gain concerning anarchy from 
this interaction. For example, Wendt describes three possible meanings for anarchy that he labels: 
competitive, individualistic and cooperative. The first two forms of anarchy fit the classic realist 
conception of international politics in that they are self-help systems where states do not positively 
identify their security with that of others. For Wendt, there is a possible third meaning for anarchy 
that is cooperative because states see their security as linked to the security of others.35 Realists 
would claim that the competitive meaning for anarchy is the only possible one, while Wendt would 
suggest that although it happens that our system of international politics accepts the competitive 
meaning for anarchy, there is nothing inevitable about this acceptance. Rather, as Wendt would have 
it, the meaning of anarchy was socially constructed and emerged as a result of past practice—so 
changes in practice can be expected to yield changes in the understanding of anarchy that will lead 
to changes in behavior. Indeed some scholars suggest that changes may already be taking place, 
and here changes in inter-subjective knowledge is viewed as prompting adoption of institutional 
strategies:

To a large extent, the sovereigns have tamed themselves through the construction of international institutions. 
They have done so only imperfectly but the trajectories are in the direction of increased peaceful coexistence 
between political communities. For most states most of the time, sovereignty and peace are compatible. Hobbes 
and Rousseau predicted permanent insecurity and war as the predominant consequence of sovereignty. 
Institutional development since they wrote has proved them wrong.36

 The impact that social construction has on state behavior suggested above can be likened to the 
formulation of customary international law. Customary international law establishes legal norms 
and obligations through state practices. States are expected to carry out their obligations consistent 
with past accepted conduct so that customary international law is as binding on states as treaty law. 
The notion that world politics is socially constructed in a manner similar to customary international 
law is not intended to suggest that world politics is so malleable that human choice and free will 
have unlimited options because any social construction and the inter-subjective meanings that 
emerge from them will take on a self-perpetuating quality creating path dependencies difficult for 
new ideas or social interactions to transcend.37 The fact that social construction of new meanings 
may take time and be difficult does not mean the process does not occur. For example, the meaning 
that people of the West give to war today is quite different from the view in 1914 when, under the 
impact of Social Darwinist ideas, people viewed war as a means to re-invigorate society.38

 Two more aspects of the constructivist approach are important for understanding the underlying 
dynamics of international politics: identity and interests. The constructivist view of these two 
elements is a stark contrast to that held by the other two schools. Neither realists or liberals 
examine the origins of state identities or interests. Realists in particular see interests and identities 
as “unvarying and a-contextual.”39 Liberal institutionalist scholars are closer to constructivists on 
the issue of the impact of ideas and norms on international politics; however, they focus on the 
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consequences of ideas and are less concerned about their origin. For constructivists, state identities 
are inherently relational and thus dependent on social construction, for how can one state view 
another as a friend or foe a priori, without some previous interaction? Constructivists adopt the term 
identity from social psychology where it refers to “images of individuality and distinctiveness” 
held and projected by an actor and formed through relations with others. As conventionally used, 
therefore, the term refers to mutually constructed and evolving images of self and others.40

 For constructivists, identities serve as a crucial link between the external world and interests. 
Therefore, interests are not predetermined, nor are they permanent, Lord Palmerston’s assertion 
about British interests notwithstanding. Rather, interests emerge from social practice and depend 
on the state’s sense of identity. One scholar stated the point this way: “Actors often cannot decide 
what their interests are until they know what they are representing—‘who they are’—which in turn 
depends on their social relationships.”41 Constructivists do not take national interests for granted, 
but seek instead to locate their source.
 Germany and Japan provide excellent cases for illustrating the way constructivists see identity 
as affecting national interest.42 Both countries exhibited a xenophobic nationalism that culminated 
in their policies of conquest during World War II. The devastation they suffered during the war and 
their unconditional surrender goes a long way toward explaining their anti-militarist policies after 
1945. Certainly the adoption of anti-militarist policies is consistent with a realist understanding of 
state behavior. However well realist understanding may account for the origin of anti-militarism 
in Japan and Germany, they are not able to account for the persistence of the trend at the end of 
the Cold War, which enlarged German and Japanese power and opened up greater latitude for 
maneuver. Moreover, although a liberalist view might attribute the continued anti-militarism to the 
spread of democracy or growing interdependence, liberalists are less able to explain why feelings of 
anti-militarism run deeper in Japan and Germany—as was evident by their policies during the first 
Gulf War—than in Britain or France.
 Thomas Berger believes that a constructivist understanding about the way identity shapes 
interests is useful for understanding the persistence of anti-militarism in Japan and Germany. One 
indicator of that anti-militarism is the extent to which each country has sought to assert civilian 
control of the military, albeit using different methods. Berger draws on survey data to show the 
increasing consensus for anti-militarist policies after the 1950s. Commitment to such policies as 
the means for pursing national interests can only be understood by the changing sense of national 
identity in each country. For Japan, that identity was defined in terms of economic expansion 
as a trading state. For Germany that sense of identity was defined as part of a larger European 
community bound together by common values and interests. So deep was the German redefinition 
of its identity—what one journalist described as a “deeply internalized ethics of repentance for 
World War II”43—that once re-unification was achieved, Germany further reduced its sovereignty by 
accelerating European integration through the Maastrict Treaty. Acceptance of Maastrict required 
Germany to make economic concessions that amounted to an abandonment of major sources of 
power and influence in a way that neither realism nor liberalism explain. To be sure, changes in 
German and Japanese identity is part of a broader trend concerning notions about governance that 
are part of a post-modern politics focusing greater emphasis on welfare than traditional conceptions 
of national security. Berger goes on to conclude:

. . . Germany’s decision to integrate itself into the West, and Japan’s  determination to stay aloof from regional 
security affairs were logical responses to the particular external  pressures that the two countries experienced. 
Once made, however, these decisions were tied to the new national identities by the German and Japanese 
governments, which had to justify their policies to their highly critical public. In this way policies were invested 
with a symbolic value that linked them to the core values. . . 44
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Conclusion: Toward a Grand Strategy of Hegemony.

 If international relations theory really does offer a framework for organizing ideas about world 
politics as asserted at the start of this chapter, where does our review of the three approaches 
leave us as we contemplate American grand strategy? Interestingly, despite the differences among 
the schools, they tend to point in similar directions for a grand strategy for “the sole remaining 
superpower.” All three schools see the excessive concentration of power achieved by the United 
States after the Cold War as problematic or at least potentially so. What follows is an attempt to 
apply the logic of each strand of theory to the reality of American hegemony in order to avoid the 
pitfall of wishful thinking that has been so damaging to policy in the past.
 Realists, with their assertion of the centrality of power—whether as a means or an end—for 
understanding the dynamics of international politics view American hegemony with apprehension. 
Although on this point there is some divergence between the views of Morgenthau and Waltz, 
Morgenthau’s belief that all states seek power as their primary goal would seemingly be more 
pleased with the power accumulated by the U.S. Nevertheless, Morgenthau would likely question 
the equation of American values with universal ones articulated in the latest National Security 
Strategy published in March 2006. That document, which declares the American objective to be 
“ending tyranny in our world,” would likely be viewed by Morgenthau as the kind of excessive 
crusading that comes when a nation abandons the pursuit of “interest defined in terms of power” 
for absolutist goals.45 Such messianic zeal necessarily abandons the prudence that Morgenthau 
believed crucial for a realist foreign policy. Morgenthau would see in the latest national security 
document the same kind of moralism he found such an anathema in John Foster Dulles’ Cold War 
diplomacy. 
 Waltz, writing after the Cold War and in response to conditions created in its aftermath sees the 
United States as responding to structural imperatives and behaving “as unchecked powers have 
usually done.”46 Moreover, Waltz predicted that the extension of NATO was likely to make Russia 
feel surrounded and isolated, which would propel them into closer alignment with China. Indeed, 
there is some evidence that this alignment is occurring. Russia and China held their most ambitious 
joint military exercise in 2005, which is quite the departure from the shooting across their common 
border that occurred in 1967. In addition, Vladimir Putin has made several recent remarks about the 
danger to world order emanating from concentrated U.S. power that offer further evidence of the 
automatic balancing process identified by Waltz.47

 While realist views tend to suggest a certain inevitability to the emergence of an anti-American 
coalition, liberal institutionalists and constructivists are not so fatalistic in their assessment. Whether 
from the perspective of power transition theory or Ikenberry’s view of peace settlements, liberal 
scholars see the United States as able to shape the response of other states to the status quo. One key 
for shaping that response that might preclude the formation of a Sino-Russian condominium would 
be for the U.S. to exercise some self-imposed restraints on its power. There are several specific 
institutional mechanisms that would enable the U.S. to demonstrate self-restraint. The United 
States could bind itself by joining the International Criminal Court or taking the lead on the Kyoto 
Protocol. The U.S. might also renounce the unilateralism implied by the doctrine of preemptive 
war promulgated in the National Security Strategy of 2002 and re-commit to reliance on the United 
Nations to sanction the use of force. All of these actions would lend legitimacy to the status quo by 
showing other states that the strongest among them agreed to be bound by the same rule of law. In 
the absence of pursuing an institutional strategy as Ikenberry notes, “. . . the more that power peeks 
out from behind these institutions, the more that power will provoke reaction.”48 Once that reaction 
is provoked, the U.S. stands to lose more than it does by exercising self-restraint.
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 Finally, because the constructivists locate the source of national interests in a nation’s identity, the 
way the United States views itself may well determine its ability to pursue the kind of institutional 
strategy recommended by Ikenberry. There is some evidence that the United States is moving 
increasingly in the direction of an imperial definition of its identity. That emerging identity can be 
gleaned in the statement of former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright when she declared: “If 
we have to use force, it is because we are the indispensable nation. We stand tall. We see further 
into the future.” The elaboration of that imperial destiny is fully articulated in the latest national 
security strategy. American identity framed in imperial terms will lead to its definition of interests 
that shape how other states will respond to it, for as Wendt observes, how power affects state 
calculations “depends on the inter-subjective understandings and expectations, on the ‘distribution 
of knowledge,’ that constitutes their conception of self and others.”49 

In the end, all three schools of theory converge on conclusions concerning hegemony. 
American leaders would do well to heed the observation of Edmund Burke in 1793 when Great 
Britain stood at the brink of its power:

Among precautions against ambition, it may not be amiss to take one precaution against our own. I must fairly 
say, I dread our own power and our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded. . .we may say that 
we shall not abuse this astonishing and hitherto unheard-of power. But every other nation will think we shall 
abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner or later, this state of things must produce a combination against us 
which may end in our ruin.50
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CHAPTER 11

MULTILATERALISM AND UNILATERALISM

James A. Helis

Our best hope for safety in such times, as in difficult times past, is in American strength and will—the strength 
and will to lead a unipolar world, unashamedly laying down the rules of world order and being prepared to 
enforce them. 1

                       Charles Krauthammer 

The paradox of American power at the end of this millennium is that it is too great to be challenged by any 
other state, yet not great enough to solve problems such as global terrorism and nuclear proliferation. America 
needs the help and respect of other nations. 2

                       Sebastian Mallaby

 At the beginning of the 21st century, the United States enjoys a historically unprecedented 
accumulation of national power. The American economy is the largest in the world and even in 
a slowdown far outstrips that of any other nation.3 The prowess of America’s armed forces has 
been demonstrated again and again, from Kosovo to Afghanistan to Iraq. In 2002, the United States 
accounted for 43 percent of the world’s military spending, more than the total of the next 14 countries 
put together.4 Projected increases in American military spending will likely lead to the United States 
spending more on defense than the rest of the world combined, and the training and technological 
superiority of America’s armed forces provide a quantum advantage that no nation is likely to even 
approach in the near to medium term. The combination of overwhelming economic and military 
power gives the United States enormous political influence throughout the world. There are few, if 
any, global issues that can be addressed or resolved without U.S. support and cooperation. 

One central debate in U.S. foreign policy has been the degree to which the United States should 
be involved in the affairs of the world. World War II and the Cold War seemed to settle the question 
of isolationism or engagement in favor of the latter. After the Cold War, the issue of isolationism rose 
again, but only briefly. The real post-Cold War debate was and remains over the degree to which 
the United States should pursue its foreign policy alone or in partnership with other states. The 
debate has been framed in terms of multilateralism versus unilateralism and is heavily influenced by 
competing views on what the United States should do with its position of preeminent international 
power and influence. In one sense, “the differences [between the two views] are a matter of degree, 
and there are few pure unilateralists or multilateralists.”5 However, there are clear differences 
between the two schools of thought on when and to what extent the United States should work with 
others. We should keep in mind that unilateralism and multilateralism are not strategies. Strategy 
is about matching ends, means and ways. Unilateralism and multilateralism are competing ways 
to approach problems. This chapter will examine the advantages and disadvantages offered by 
each approach. The goal is to identify those conditions under which it is better to work with others 
through coalitions and alliances and when it is might be best go it alone.

Unilateralism.

People who advocate unilateralism tend to believe that the post-Cold War world is unpredictable 
and dangerous. They believe America must use its power to protect, and in many cases propagate, 
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its interests and values. America no longer need constrain itself in the assertion and expansion of 
its influence out of fear of provoking a confrontation with the Soviet Union. The end of the Cold 
War stand-off with its threat of nuclear war created an opportunity for the United States to apply 
its overwhelming military, economic and political power to build an international order that will 
perpetuate America’s preeminent position in the world. 

Unilateralists contend that an assertive approach to foreign policy is justified on both pragmatic 
and ideological grounds. Charles Krauthammer concisely summarizes the unilateralist philosophy: 
“The essence of unilateralism is that we do not allow others, no matter how well-meaning, to deter 
us from pursuing the fundamental security interests of the United States and the free world.”6 
In other words, as a practical matter, the United States should not compromise when pursuing 
national security interests. The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 and America’s subsequent 
pursuit of a global war on terrorism strengthened the belief that the U.S. was vulnerable to threats 
and needed to act aggressively to defeat those threats, irrespective of how the strategy played on 
the global stage. Ideologically, unilateralists argue that American values and ideals are essentially 
universal. Policies and actions intended to advance them are in the interest of not only the United 
States but people throughout the world. The 2002 National Security Strategy states that “the United 
States must defend liberty and justice because these principles are right and true for all people 
everywhere. . . . America must stand firmly for the nonnegotiable demands of human dignity.”7 The 
non-negotiability of interests and values calls for their uncompromising pursuit, preferably with 
the support of others, but alone if necessary. The United States, with its overwhelming aggregation 
of national power, can be a decisive player anywhere in the world on virtually any issue it desires. 
“It is hard for the world to ignore or work around the United States regardless of the issue—trade, 
finance, security, proliferation or the environment.”8 The United States should not squander its 
position and capabilities by compromising and diluting its objectives in order to attract allies and 
partners. If the cause is right and just, the United States should pursue it without compromise. 
Others states can either accept America’s arguments and follow her lead or be left behind as the 
United States does what it should and must to advance its interests and values.

One of the main advantages of unilateral approaches to problems is that they provide maximum 
freedom of action. While allies and partners can bring extra capabilities to the table, they often bring 
constraints on how their tools can be used. Those who contribute to an enterprise normally expect 
to have a say in how it will operate. A common problem in United Nations military operations in 
the 1990s was the “phone home syndrome,” under which commanders of forces assigned to United 
Nations operations had to seek approval from authorities in their home capital before accepting 
orders from the coalition commander. Unilateralists also point to the limitations that the NATO 
allies placed on air operations during the Kosovo campaign as an example of how multilateral 
approaches can be inefficient and reduce the effectiveness of American capabilities by restricting 
how they will be used. Because foreign militaries cannot approximate American capabilities, their 
military contributions are seldom worth the inevitable constraints they add.

Multilateralism.

  Multilateralists acknowledge that there are circumstances in which the United States should not 
rule out acting unilaterally, particularly when “vital survival interests” are at stake.9 On the other 
hand, multilateralists argue that most important issues facing the United States in the 21st century 
are not amenable to unilateral solutions. Transnational issues requiring multilateral approaches 
include terrorism; the proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons; illegal drugs; and 
organized crime. Globalization has made management of international trade and finance even more 
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important, as economic crises are susceptible to contagion that can have global impact, as was seen 
in the Asian financial crisis of 1997. And environmental and health problems, to include the spread 
of infectious diseases, can only be dealt with on a global basis.10 

The reality is that American power, while overwhelmingly superior to that of any other state 
or present coalition of states, is not unlimited. Allies and coalition partners allow the consolidation 
and pooling of capabilities. A group of nations can almost always bring more tools of power to 
bear against a problem than one state can alone. While the NATO allies did place constraints on 
air operations over Yugoslavia, they provided the majority of the peacekeeping forces deployed 
to Kosovo following the air campaign. The price of their participation in post-conflict operations 
was a say over how the war was fought. While air planners may have chafed under the politically 
imposed limitations on their freedom of action, those limits were seen as an acceptable price to pay 
for cooperation in the peacekeeping effort. The United States certainly had the capacity to conduct 
the air campaign itself (in fact, the overwhelming majority of missions were flown by American 
aircraft). However, it was not in the interests of the United States to be the sole or main provider 
of ground troops for what was bound to be a protracted peacekeeping mission that would follow 
the air campaign. Going it alone may offer short-term efficiency, but sometimes long-term interests 
call for multilateral approaches and making concessions in order to have committed partners. And 
measuring allies’ worth only in terms of their military capabilities ignores the importance of their 
political and diplomatic contributions.

Multilateralists agree that the United States should seek to protect and extend its status as 
the soul superpower. However, they believe that exercising power unilaterally could actually 
be counterproductive. Historically, dominant powers have faced efforts by other states to 
counterbalance their accumulation of power. “Balance of power theory makes a clear prediction: 
weaker states will resist and balance against the predominant state.”11 For the United States to 
maintain its position in the international system, it should endeavor to secure the cooperation of 
other states in addressing global problems. Such a cooperative approach might negate or lessen any 
perceived need to counterbalance U.S. power. Multilateralists reflect a liberal institutionalist point 
of view in arguing that it is easier to gain the support and cooperation of others by working within 
a system of norms, rules, and institutions that assure others of America’s intention to act in good 
faith as a partner, not a hegemon. While unilateralists contend that the United States should use its 
power to impose an international order favorable to maintaining America’s long-term supremacy, 
multilateralists counter that eventually that approach will generate resistance and backlash. A 
system developed through cooperation is more likely to stand the test of time. Given America’s 
predominance of power, it would take a remarkable effort and investment of resources for any state 
or group of states to challenge America’s position. If America behaves as a cooperative member 
of the international community and does not create the impression that it threatens international 
stability, there is no reason for other states to seek to balance against American power. No one 
doubts American capabilities. What America does with its capabilities will determine how others 
will react and if America’s position will be accepted or challenged.

Alone or with Others? 

 The rhetoric in the dispute between multilateralist and unilateralist approaches obscures that 
there are few foreign policy decisions that are purely one or the other. Advocates for both positions 
agree that it is better to have allies in support of a cause than to go it alone. They disagree over what 
the U.S. should be willing to give up to recruit partners. Unilateralists favor staking out one’s position 
and moving forward with whomever is willing to go along. Multilateralists favor rallying other 


