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As an undergraduate at the University of 
Chicago in the 1980s, my first exposure 
to great thinking about world politics 
and foreign policy came through 

reading articles from International Security. It was 
a golden age for security and strategic studies, and 
it played out in the pages of the journal with the 
funky font, snappy titles, long, discursive footnotes, 
unconventional article length, and alternating 
cover colors. The questions asked and answered 
were big, scholars actively engaged the concerns 
of policymakers, and no one questioned journal 
issues that focused on crucial historical events and 
that included articles by a former national security 
advisor, a historian, leading natural scientists, and 
top international relations scholars. 

International Security published so many articles 
that changed the way we looked at the world. A few 
of my favorites from my younger days: At a time 
when the overwhelming consensus was that NATO 
was seriously outgunned, John J. Mearsheimer 
demonstrated in the 1982 essay, “Why the Soviets 
Can’t Win Quickly in Central Europe,” that NATO 
could hold the line if a full-on Warsaw Pact attack 
came.1 In the spring of 1983, using never-before-
seen documents, David Rosenberg, in “The Origins 
of Overkill: Nuclear Weapons and American 
Strategy, 1945-1960,” painstakingly reconstructed 
the policies and processes that led to the massive 
nuclear forces of the United States.2 In “The 
Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar 
International System,” John Lewis Gaddis wrestled 
with the puzzle of why the fearsome ideological and 
geopolitical competition between the superpowers 
stayed peaceful.3 Marc Trachtenberg’s winter 1989 
piece, “A Wasting Asset: American Strategy and the 
Shifting Nuclear Balance, 1949-1954,” revealed that 
the rapidly shifting military balance had profound 

1 John J. Mearsheimer, “Why the Soviets Can’t Win Quickly in Central Europe,” International Security 7, no. 1 (Summer 1982): 3–39, https://muse.
jhu.edu/article/446738/pdf.

2  David Rosenberg, “The Origins of Overkill: Nuclear Weapons and American Strategy, 1945-1960,” International Security 7, no. 4 (Spring 1983): 
3–71, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/446756/summary.

3  John Lewis Gaddis, “The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar International System,” International Security 10, no. 4 (Spring 1986): 
99–142, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2538951.

4  Marc Trachtenberg, “A Wasting Asset: American Strategy and the Shifting Nuclear Balance, 1949-1954,” International Security 13, no. 3 (Winter 
1988-1989): 5–49, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2538735. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2538735. 

political consequences during the most dangerous 
period of the Cold War.4 All four authors, it should 
be pointed out, penned these path-breaking pieces 
— articles that reached beyond their disciplinary 
bounds and spoke to questions of great policy 
relevance — while relatively young and before they 
had attained their current “moose-head” status. 

Why do I bring this up in the introduction to 
this edition of the Texas National Security Review? 
First, our goal is to publish articles possessing 
similar range, style, importance, and impact. Sean, 
like his predecessors Steve Miller and Steve Van 
Evera, is a legend, having created a home for the 
best work of emerging scholars in international 
relations. Policy-relevant diplomatic history, 
security studies, and strategic studies have found 
themselves under siege in recent years, but under 
Sean’s leadership, International Security has stayed 
true to the mission of publishing clear and rigorous 
scholarship that helps us better understand the 
consequential — and often contentious — issues 
surrounding war and peace. Sean deserves deepest 
thanks and best wishes from all of us.

The International Security that I grew up with 
has been a model for us as we think about what 
the Texas National Security Review can and 
should be. This is, admittedly, a high bar. But 
we are aiming very high. And we have not only 
learned from their successes. I suspect our pages 
will not see a repeat of the heavy dose of arcane 
theory — the so-called “battle of the -isms” — that 
took up much space in International Security and 
other international relations journals in the 1990s. 
And like all journals, we also hope to become a 
platform for more diverse voices. Like most, we 
are nowhere near where we want or should be. The 
Texas National Security Review is dependent upon 
the submissions we receive and the blind peer 

Introducing TNSR’s 
Fourth Issue:  
Allies & Enemies

Francis J. Gavin

 This past summer, after 31 years as a member of its editorial 
leadership team, Sean Lynn Jones announced his retirement from 
running International Security. Sean is a giant among journal 
editors and will be missed. 
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review process we embrace, but we are cooking 
up a variety of initiatives to identify, support, and 
publish new voices. 

The excellent contributions in this issue 
have brought me back to those old issues of 
International Security. They include, amongst other 
excellent contributions, Philip Bobbitt combining 
constitutional law and history to bring unique 
reflections to the question of world order. Ulrike 
Franke diagnoses the recent troubles afflicting the 
transatlantic alliance. Daniel Sobelman engages the 
debate within international relations over alliances 
and entrapment by showing how the United States 
and Israel engaged in a sophisticated effort to 
shape each other’s behavior. And J. Peter Scoblic 
offers a fascinating window into how a young 
historian transformed research and forecasting 
within the American intelligence community, 
foreshadowing many of the methodological and 
substantive debates we are having today. 

As we give thanks and bid Sean well, we hope that 
he and all those who understand and appreciate 
the crucial importance of rigorous and accessible 
scholarship — scholarship that transcends 
disciplines, speaks to the world of practice, and 
wrestles with big questions on national and 
international security  —  will enjoy this issue of 
the Texas National Security Review and those yet  
to come!

 Francis J. Gavin is the Chairman of the Editorial 
Board of the Texas National Security Review. He is 
the Giovanni Agnelli Distinguished Professor and 
the inaugural director of the Henry A. Kissinger 
Center for Global Affairs at SAIS-Johns Hopkins 
University. His writings include Gold, Dollars, and 
Power: The Politics of International Monetary 
Relations, 1958-1971 (University of North Carolina 
Press, 2004) and  Nuclear Statecraft: History 
and Strategy in America’s Atomic Age  (Cornell 
University Press, 2012).

Introducing TNSR’s Fourth Issue: Allies & Enemies Introducing TNSR’s Fourth Issue: Allies & Enemies
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The Scholar

This section is dedicated to publishing the work of scholars. Our 
aim is for articles published in this journal to end up on university 
syllabi and policy desks from Washington to Tokyo, and to be 
cited as the foundational research and analysis on world affairs.



The Scholar Restraining an Ally: Israel, the United States, and Iran’s Nuclear Program, 2011–2012

In asymmetric alliances, a superior state provides security to 
a weaker ally, who in exchange surrenders its autonomy to its 
stronger protector. But what happens when the weaker state’s 
vital interests clash with its stronger ally’s preferences? In 2011 
and 2012, as Iran continued to develop and harden its nuclear 
program, Israel feared becoming dependent upon the United 
States to defend it against this potentially existential threat. 
To escape this scenario, and to enhance its leverage over the 
United States, Israel led its principal strategic ally to infer that 
a unilateral Israeli attack on Iran could be imminent. Israel then 
attempted to force the United States to realign more closely with 
Israel’s strategic interests and constraints. Determined not to get 
“chain-ganged” into a conflict, the United States increased its 
pressure on Iran, but also brought restraining influence to bear 
on Israel, thus producing one of the tensest chapters in U.S.-
Israel relations. The following article explains the outcome of this 
strategic interaction.

1  As a presidential candidate, Barack Obama vowed to “use all elements of American power to pressure Iran” and to “prevent Iran from obtaining 
a nuclear weapon,” including through keeping “the threat of military action on the table.” See “Transcript: Obama’s Speech at AIPAC,” NPR, June 
4, 2008, https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=91150432. As president, however, Obama struck a more cautious tone, stating 
generally, and without explicitly invoking the threat of military action, that no option was off the table. For instance, in late 2011, he said, “I have 
said repeatedly and I will say it today, we are not taking any options off the table.” See “President Obama Holds a Press Conference at the APEC 
Summit,” White House, Nov. 13, 2011, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/photos-and-video/video/2011/11/13/president-obama-holds-press-
conference-apec-summit?page=12. According to former Obama adviser Dennis Ross, only in 2012 did the president state publicly that he was 
determined to prevent the prospect of a nuclear Iran. Until then, the United States had made do with describing Iran’s potential nuclearization as 
“unacceptable.” See Dennis Ross, Doomed to Succeed: The U.S.-Israel Relationship from Truman to Obama (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2015), 369.

In 2011 and 2012, Israel repeatedly indicated 
that it was fast approaching the point when 
it might take unilateral military action 
against Iran’s advancing nuclear program, 

before Iranian capabilities became resilient to an 
Israeli attack. In a shift from its previous policy, 
which characterized Iran’s nuclear ambitions as a 
global challenge, Israel now strongly indicated that 
it might be forced to take it upon itself to stop Iran’s 
nuclear advances — and that an attack could be 
imminent. Led and articulated almost exclusively 
by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and 
Defense Minister Ehud Barak — himself a former 
prime minister — this new posture created deep 

concern in Washington, where it was thought 
that an Israeli attack could ignite a regional war 
and jeopardize key U.S. interests. Indeed, Israel 
had created a war scare, which was designed to 
enhance its bargaining power with the United 
States. Israel then tried to leverage its enhanced 
position to get its senior ally to urgently make 
an explicit, credible, and binding commitment to 
prevent Iran from developing a nuclear weapon 
— by military force if necessary — beyond what 
President Barack Obama had already stated.1 Israel 
effectively attempted to influence, and even force, 
the United States to realign according to Israeli 
interests and strategic constraints, thus producing 

Daniel Sobelman

Restraining an Ally: 
Israel, the United 
States, and Iran’s 
Nuclear Program, 
2011–2012
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commitments could also inadvertently embolden 
an otherwise risk-averse ally and result in what 
Glenn Snyder describes as an alliance security 
dilemma: This occurs when states provide an ally 
with too sweeping a reassurance in order to deter 
a third actor, only to become entrapped in war.14 
This inherent tension between allies’ interests 
and preferences constitutes the essence of  
alliance politics.

These perceived problems are further exacerbated 
in asymmetric settings. If symmetric alliances 
provide their members with security, asymmetric 
alliances provide the weaker ally with security and 
the stronger partner with autonomy.15 While all 
allies fear becoming embroiled in someone else’s 
wars, asymmetric alliances worsen actors’ fear of 
entrapment. Entrapment — or “chain-ganging” — 
looms large in such relationships, with both sides 
afraid of falling prey, albeit for different reasons. 
Having traded its autonomy, the weak ally fears 
that its partner’s military superiority provides 
overwhelming leverage and jeopardizes its 
independence.16 By contrast, the senior ally worries 
that its counterpart might exploit its superior 
capabilities, initiate a crisis, and manipulate it 
into coming to its aid. This concern, however, 
appears greatly exaggerated given the variety of 
ways strong allies are capable of mobilizing their 
resources and exploiting their leverage to shield 
themselves from entrapment or rein in a weaker 
ally. Jeremy Pressman has found that when strong 
allies mobilize their superior resources to restrain 
a weaker ally, they prevail.17 Also, powerful allies 
use their stronger bargaining power to introduce 
escape clauses into their alliance agreements and 
arm-twist their partners into compliance.18 In this 
vein, Michael Beckley has found that, while the fear 
of entrapment may be prevalent in international 

14  Snyder, “Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics.”

15  Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry.”

16  Galia Press-Barnathan, “Managing the Hegemon: NATO Under Unipolarity,” Security Studies 15, no. 2 (2006): 283–84, https://doi.
org/10.1080/09636410600829554. Tongfi Kim argues that victims of entrapment are more likely to be weaker allies with little power, as “stronger 
states have stronger bargaining power,” in “Why Alliances Entangle but Seldom Entrap States,” Security Studies 20, no. 3 (2011): 357, https://doi.or
g/10.1080/09636412.2011.599201.

17  Pressman, Warring Friends, 121. 

18  Morrow, “Alliances: Why Write Them Down”, 79; Gene Gerzhoy, “Alliance Coercion and Nuclear Restraint: How the United States Thwarted West 
Germany’s Nuclear Ambitions,” International Security 39, no. 4 (Spring 2015), https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00198.

19  Michael Beckley, “The Myth of Entangling Alliances: Reassessing the Security Risks of U.S. Defense Pacts,” International Security 39, no. 4 
(Spring 2015): 11, https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00197.

20  Kim, “Why Alliances Entangle,” 357.

21  Pressman, Warring Friends, 121–22. Perhaps most strikingly, on the eve of the Six-Day War in 1967, President Lyndon Johnson minced no words 
when warning Israel not to initiate war with Egypt, stressing that “Israel will not be alone unless it decides to go it alone.” See “Foreign Relations of 
the United States, 1964–1968, Vol. XIX, Arab-Israeli Crisis and War, 1967,” U.S. State Department, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v19.

22  “Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXVI, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 1974–1976,” U.S. State Department, Office of the 
Historian, 588, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v26.

23  Robert O. Keohane, “The Big Influence of Small Allies,” Foreign Policy, no. 2 (Spring 1971): 162, 164–72, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1147864.

relations literature, in reality, it is rare. Drawing 
on an extensive empirical analysis of the vast 
U.S. alliance network, Beckley has shown that the 
United States successfully dictates the terms of its 
security commitments.19 This finding is congruent 
with Tongfi Kim’s argument that victims of 
entrapment are more likely to be weaker allies with 
little power.20 The historical record indicates that 
Israel, which greatly depends on the United States, 
fits into this pattern.21 After all, as Henry Kissinger 
remarked, “For Israel to go to war at the known 
displeasure of the U.S. would be a monumental 
decision.”22

This, of course, does not mean that weak 
allies lack ways of influencing their senior allies. 
As Robert Keohane has pointed out, superior 
capabilities do not guarantee full or automatic 
small-ally compliance with the interests and desires 
of senior allies. Weak allies are sometimes capable 
of exploiting mutual dependence to generate 
bargaining power. If the weaker ally is sufficiently 
important to its partner, it could deny benefits to 
its senior ally and even “threaten collapse if not 
aided sufficiently.”23 Writing about the U.S. alliance 
system during the Cold War, Keohane argued that 

one of the tensest periods in the history of the two 
countries’ relationship. Drawing on open-source 
material and original interviews with former senior 
Israeli and U.S. officials, this article seeks to explain 
the ultimate outcome of that strategic interaction.

The overarching theme of international relations 
and foreign affairs pertains to actors’ efforts to shape 
their strategic environment and control outcomes. 
Alliances are one of the major tools states employ 
in this regard,2 whether to accumulate power, 
deter adversaries,3 pursue their quest for security 
in the international system,4 or restrain others.5 
Although all alliances function “in the shadow of 
war,”6 scholars distinguish between two major 
categories — defensive peacetime alliances and 
offensive wartime alliances. Whereas peacetime 
alliances are designed to aggregate military power 
to deter and prevent aggression, wartime alliances 
are formed to fight a common adversary. Of course, 
the same alliance can engage in defensive and  
offensive missions.7 

The 19th-century British statesman Lord 
Palmerston famously asserted that the United 
Kingdom had neither eternal allies nor perpetual 
enemies but eternal and perpetual interests.8 
Indeed, at the core of alliance politics is the fact 
that no two states, including close allies, share 
eternal, perfectly overlapping interests.9 Yet, 
alliances require some measure of commitment to 
use force. This means that alliance formation and 
management are shaped by a bargaining process 

2  Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987), 12.

3  Brett Ashley Leeds, “Do Alliances Deter Aggression? The Influence of Military Alliances on the Initiation of Militarized Interstate Disputes,” 
American Journal of Political Science 47, no. 3 (July 2003), https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-5907.00031; Brett B. Benson, “Unpacking Alliances: 
Deterrent and Compellent Alliances and Their Relationship with Conflict, 1816–2000,” Journal of Politics 73, no. 4 (October 2011), https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0022381611000867.

4  Glenn H. Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics,” World Politics 36, no. 4 (July 1984): 461, https://doi.org/10.2307/2010183.

5  Paul W. Schroeder, “Alliances, 1815–1945: Weapons of the Power and Tools of Management,” in Historical Dimensions of National Security 
Problems, ed. Klaus Knorr (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1976); Jeremy Pressman, Warring Friends: Alliance Restraint in International Politics 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008); Victor D. Cha, “Powerplay: Origins of the U.S. Alliance System in Asia,” International Security 34, no. 3 
(Winter 2010), https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2010.34.3.158.

6  James D. Morrow, “Alliances: Why Write Them Down?” Annual Review of Political Science 3 (2000): 63, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.
polisci.3.1.63; Schroeder, “Alliances, 1815–1945,” 230.

7  Patricia A. Weitsman, Waging War: Alliances, Coalitions, and Institutions of Interstate Violence (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013), 
chap. 2.

8  “Lord Palmerston 1784–1865 British statesman; Prime Minister, 1855–8, 1859–65,” in Oxford Essential Quotations, ed. Susan Ratcliffe (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016).

9  Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), 166–67. Stephen Walt notes that allies share only “some level 
of commitment.” Walt, Origins of Alliances, 1.

10  According to Thomas Schelling, “to take advantage of the usually superior credibility of the truth over a false assertion,” actors need to “make 
it true,” make an irrevocable, binding and “unambiguously visible” commitment. Put differently, for threats to be credible the threatener must 
remove all easy and cheap options from the table and visibly destroy his own escape routes. Thomas C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Harvard: 
Harvard University Press, 1981) chap. 2; and Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 99–105. 
Branislav L. Slantchev, Military Threats: The Costs of Coercion and the Price of Peace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), chap. 3.

11  James D. Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry: An Alternative to the Capability Aggregation Model of Alliances,” American Journal of Political 
Science 35, no. 4 (November 1991): 904, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2111499.

12  Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry,” 930.

13  Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance Patterns in Multipolarity,” International 
Organization 44, no. 2 (Spring 1990), https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300035232.

animated by the willingness and ability of the actors 
involved to offer or extract credible commitments. 
Whether in the context of threats or promises, to 
be perceived as credible, commitments require self-
enforcing obligations that visibly undercut an actor’s 
flexibility in a way that convinces another actor 
(friend or foe) that the one making the commitment 
is, without question, tied to a certain course of 
action. To appear credible, commitments require 
measures that decision-makers will often hesitate 
or refuse to take. These can include explicit public 
statements and inherently costly military moves, 
such as alerting forces, canceling leave for military 
personnel, and moving units closer to a potential 
theater of operations.10 Classic, symmetric alliances 
between states of roughly equal capability are 
used as tools for aggregating capabilities against a 
threat, meaning that both partners receive security 
from their alliance.11 To appear meaningful, allies 
engaged in symmetric alliances are required to 
undercut their own freedom of action through self-
enforcing obligations and realignment according 
to their partner’s interests.12 This renders alliances 
a source of concern for their members, who often 
fear that their allies’ preferences and interests 
might ultimately come at the expense of their own. 
A state entering into an alliance could become 
the victim of entrapment by an ally deliberately 
seeking to embroil it in war. Conversely, having 
trusted the ally and counted on its support, a state 
could be abandoned in a time of need.13 Alliance 

12 13
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bring their influence to bear on the other.
In this article, I offer a rigorous 

examination of the strategic interaction 
and the intense bargaining that took 
place between Israel and the United 
States in 2011 and 2012. Ultimately, 
neither country attacked Iran, but this 
result was not preordained. Nor was 
Tehran’s and Washington’s preparedness 
to engage in direct diplomacy inevitable, 
though this led to the Iran nuclear deal 
in 2015. Nonetheless, this outcome cannot be 
fully understood without first understanding the 
strategic interaction that preceded diplomacy. 
Given the recent U.S. withdrawal from the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action, this topic is of 
acute relevance.

Israeli and U.S. Perspectives on 
the Iranian Nuclear Question

Different states, including close allies, do not view 
threats in the same way. Interests and preferences in 
international politics diverge because all countries 
operate under disparate strategic circumstances, 
confront different threats, possess specific military 
capabilities to cope with those threats, and face 
unique constraints. Allies are no different. Rarely 
will allies feel equally threatened by the same 
challenge. These structural tensions were on full 
display over the Iran nuclear issue. Although 
Israel and the United States generally shared the 
objective of preventing Iran from obtaining military 
nuclear capability, the prospect of a nuclear Iran 
posed a graver threat to Israel than to the militarily 
preponderant and geographically distant United 
States. The two allies thus disagreed on the urgency 
of the situation and on the proper means and level 
of economic pressure required to prevent Iran 
from crossing the nuclear threshold. Importantly, 
they differed on what constituted the nuclear 
threshold. For Israel, the threshold represented 

28  Asked if he would have taken military action against Iran, Obama said, “I actually would have. If I saw them break out. Now, the argument 
that can’t be resolved, because it’s entirely situational, was what constitutes them getting [the bomb]. This was the argument I was having with 
Bibi Netanyahu.” See Jeffrey Goldberg, “The Obama Doctrine,” Atlantic, April 2016, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-
obama-doctrine/471525/.

29  Gary Samore, Sanctions Against Iran: A Guide to Targets, Terms, and Timetables (Cambridge, Mass.: Belfer Center for Science and International 
Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School, June 2015), 3–11.

30  Douglas Hamilton, “Israel Urges ‘Crippling’ Sanctions Now Against Iran,” Reuters, Feb. 9, 2010, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-iran-
netanyahu/israel-urges-crippling-sanctions-now-against-iran-idUSTRE6181Z020100209.

31 Obama had indicated this explicitly throughout his campaign. See “Interview With Barack Obama,” New York Times, Nov. 1, 2007, https://www.
nytimes.com/2007/11/01/us/politics/02obama-transcript.html. 

32  Juan C. Zarate, Treasury’s War: The Unleashing of a New Era of Financial Warfare (New York: Public Affairs, 2013), 324. It was not until July 
2012, however, that a direct diplomatic back-channel would be established between Iran and the United States, in Oman. See Mark Landler, Alter 
Egos: Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, and the Twilight Struggle Over American Power (New York: Random House, 2016), 252; and Jay Solomon, The 
Iran Wars: Spy Games, Bank Battles, and the Secret Deals that Reshaped the Middle East (New York: Random House, 2016), 242–44.

the stage at which Iran — having hardened and 
dispersed its nuclear program to render it resilient 
to an Israeli strike — could, if it so chose, “break 
out” and produce a bomb in a short period of time. 
For Obama, however, the threshold represented 
not Iran’s potential to break out, but the act itself.28

The United States had been imposing sanctions 
on Iran unilaterally since 1979 and through 
the U.N. Security Council since 2006. However 
significant and painful for Iran, these sanctions 
were nonetheless relatively limited in scope, 
focusing primarily on the country’s nuclear and 
ballistic missile programs.29 Israel, however, called 
for the urgent imposition of far-reaching sanctions 
targeting Iran’s energy sector. In early 2010, for 
example, Netanyahu demanded that “crippling 
sanctions” be imposed “right now.”30

Although Obama had entered the White House 
determined to prevent Iran from developing a 
nuclear weapon, including, he said, with military 
force if necessary, he was determined to achieve 
this outcome through diplomacy and direct 
engagement.31 As part of this approach, the U.S. 
financial pressure campaign on Iran, begun in 2006, 
was put on hold in 2009 and not fully resumed 
until mid-2010.32 Weeks into his presidency, having 
already secretly reached out to Iran’s supreme 
leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, during the election 
campaign, Obama sent two additional letters 
to Khamenei. While Iran’s leader responded to 
Obama’s first letter, he never replied to the second 
letter, in which the president had proposed direct 

U.S. perception of its weak allies’ importance gave 
them “a degree of influential access to American 
decision-making and decision-makers far out of 
proportion to their size.”24 Keohane identified 
three avenues through which America’s weaker 
allies shaped U.S. policy: formal state-to-state 
negotiations, bargaining with separable elements 
of the U.S. government, and using private interest 
groups to influence domestic public opinion.25 
Notably, Keohane focused on relatively limited 
small-power influence, and some scholars argue 
that entrapment has caused major wars, namely 
World War I, in which the European powers chain-
ganged one another into disaster.26

Israel’s relationship with the United States 
has attracted special scholarly attention given 
the power disparity between the two countries 
and Israel’s perceived capacity to punch above 
its weight. Expanding on Keohane’s work, John 
Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt attribute the 
effectiveness of the pro-Israel lobby in the United 
States to its influence over Congress.27 

That the empirical record does not reveal 
unambiguous cases of entrapment is of little 
relevance or consolation for states fearing future 
entrapment. Leaders are afraid of becoming the 

24  Keohane, “Big Influence,” 162.

25  Keohane, “Big Influence,” 165–66. On this, see John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), chaps. 5 and 6.

26  Christensen and Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks,” 137–68; Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1979), 166–67.

27  Mearsheimer and Walt, The Israel Lobby, 152.

exception to this rule. Moreover, the prevailing 
fear of being chain-ganged to a reckless ally can 
be deliberately manipulated by a weaker ally in a 
purposeful effort to bolster its bargaining position 
and improve the terms of the alliance. This effort 
could even have coercive attributes. Ultimately, 
this means tying the other ally into a stronger 
commitment and limiting its freedom of action. The 
literature on alliance politics so far has overlooked 
the manner in which a country might seek to 
deliberately exploit an ally’s fear of entrapment as 
an instrument of bargaining. This article tells the 
story of just that. 

The episode analyzed in this article offers 
an exceptional opportunity to advance an 
understanding of coercive bargaining in an 
asymmetric alliance. After all, Israel and the United 
States are considered extremely close, and both 
were opposed to Iran ever obtaining a nuclear 
weapon. When it came to confronting the Iranian 
challenge, however, not only did their interests, 
constraints, and preferences not overlap, but 
the issue was also one in which the stakes were 
extremely high for both sides — potentially even 
existential for Israel. This led both parties — 
perhaps Israel more than the United States — to 
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would enter a “zone of immunity,” effectively 
rendering it resilient to an Israeli attack.45 Unlike 
Israel, the United States possessed advanced 
munitions capable of penetrating Iran’s fortified 
installations, as well as the bomber jets to deliver 
them. Therefore, the United States would remain 
capable of executing a decisive military attack on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities long after they had become 
invulnerable to an Israeli assault. Or, as Secretary 
of Defense Leon Panetta told Barak, whereas 
Israel could give the Iranians only “a black eye,” 
the United States had the military capability 
to “deliver the knockout punch” and “take out 
Fordow.”46 The two allies were thus operating on 
different timetables. In March 2012, addressing the 
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), 
Netanyahu warned, 

Israel has waited patiently for the 
international community to resolve this 
issue. We’ve waited for diplomacy to work. 
We’ve waited for sanctions to work. None of 
us can afford to wait much longer. As prime 
minister of Israel, I will never let my people 
live under the shadow of annihilation.47

Days later, he explained, “The 
biggest difference is between the 
American clock ... and the Israeli 
clock,” adding that, “America is big 
and far away; we aren’t as big and 
are more nearby. We have different 
capabilities — nothing to belittle — but 
nonetheless different.”48 

Washington’s opposition to a military 
strike was driven by indisputable strategic 
constraints. The United States was engaged 
militarily in Iraq and Afghanistan and was still 
recovering from the 2008 financial crisis. With two 
military commitments already underway, Obama 
— now entering an election year — was averse to 
risking a third war involving an oil-rich country 

45  “Fareed Zakaria GPS,” CNN, Nov. 20, 2011. Declaring that 2012 was “a very important year,” Barak argued, “After 2012 it will become difficult to 
achieve a meaningful delay in the Iranian nuclear project by any means.” Channel 2 TV, Feb. 23, 2012. 

46  Leon Panetta, Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace (New York: Penguin, 2015), 404.

47  “Netanyahu’s Speech at AIPAC (Full Text),” Times of Israel, March 6, 2012, https://www.timesofisrael.com/netanyahus-speech-at-aipac-full-
text/.

48  Channel 2, March 12, 2012. Two months later, Barak noted with respect to the Israel-U.S. debate about Iran’s nuclear program, “There are 
obviously differences between us — in the approach, in the speed at which our clocks are ticking. It is no secret that our clock is ticking faster.” See 
Institute for National Security Studies Annual Conference, Tel Aviv, May 30, 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5oZ1X6WspMM. 

49  Dan Williams, “Israel Wants to Attack Iran Before U.S. Vote: Israeli Report,” Reuters, Aug. 10, 2012, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/
world/israel-wants-to-attack-iran-before-us-vote-israeli-report/article4473446/.

50  Author telephone interview with William Burns, June 15, 2017.

51  Elisabeth Bumiller, “Iran Raid Seen as a Huge Task for Israeli Jets,” New York Times, Feb. 19, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/20/
world/middleeast/iran-raid-seen-as-complex-task-for-israeli-military.html.

in a particularly sensitive part of the world, with 
potentially ominous implications for global energy 
markets. As the United States was well aware, these 
constraints were not lost on Israel. In August 2012, 
the Israeli daily, Yediot Aharonot, ran a front-page 
report by its two most senior columnists in which 
they argued that, if it were up to Netanyahu and 
Barak, a military strike would take place “before 
the November elections in the United States.”49 
Obama was therefore particularly vulnerable to 
Israeli manipulation and exploitation. According 
to former Deputy Secretary of State William 
Burns, “The perception in Washington was that 
the Israeli leadership — especially Netanyahu — 
saw their leverage as greatest in the run-up to the 
2012 elections.”50 The United States was clearly 
concerned that its junior ally might simply present 
it with a fait accompli, a worry exacerbated by 
Israel’s determination to keep the United States 
at arm’s length. In March 2012, after a U.S. official 
had already warned, “We don’t have perfect 
visibility” into Israel’s arsenal or calculations,51 
the Washington Post cited U.S. officials as noting 
that “no formal agreement has been reached with 
Israel over how a strike would be conducted — or 

when Obama would be informed about it.” Other 
officials added that the “assumption inside the 
White House and the Pentagon is that Israel would 
not give the United States warning, allowing the 
administration to deny prior knowledge but also 

talks between the United States and Iran over its 
nuclear program.33 Meanwhile, quiet efforts were 
being exerted by Oman to establish a secret line of 
communication between the United States and Iran. 
While Oman’s efforts with the State Department 
reached an impasse, Sen. John Kerry used Oman 
to convey messages to Tehran in 2011 and the first 
half of 2012.34 Israel, which had picked up on these 
secret contacts and found them troubling, leaked 
them to the Israeli press in April 2012.35 As Barak 
would later tell this author, “We knew quite a bit 
about the informal, indirect contacts between the 
Americans and the Iranians. ... I was very concerned 
that the American tone was not sufficiently clear 
so as to bring the Iranians to a decision.”36 It was 
not until March 2013, however, that a direct and 
permanent diplomatic back-channel in Oman was 
established between Iran and the United States.37

All this time, Iran continued to develop its 
uranium enrichment capabilities. In late September 
2009, Obama publicly disclosed that Tehran had 
been constructing a secret nuclear fuel enrichment 
plant near Fordow, a village northeast of the city 
of Qom.38 This “constituted the final straw for 
the administration, which now had no choice but 
to go into pressure mode again,” according to 
former senior Treasury official Juan Zarate. In the 
fall of 2009, Obama sought to restart the financial 
pressure campaign on Iran but decided to first seek 
a new U.N. resolution mandating tougher sanctions 
— a process that lasted several months.39 In June 
2010, the U.N. Security Council passed Resolution 
1929, which constituted the strictest round of 
sanctions up to that point. The resolution noted 

33  Christiane Amanpour, “Obama Sent Letter to Iran Leader Before Election, Sources Say,” CNN, June 24, 2009, http://www.cnn.com/2009/
POLITICS/06/24/iran.obama.letter/index.html. 

34  Landler, Alter Egos, chap. 10. 

35  In April 2012, the Israeli daily Yediot Aharonot cited a senior Israeli source as saying that Israel had found out that semi-official U.S. figures 
had been in contact with the Iranian government in a bid to reach a compromise on the nuclear issue. The official said, “The Iranians are convinced 
that given the secret channel and the United States’ request that Israel does not attack Iran, Israel will not dare do it, at least for the time being. 
The Iranians believe they’ve achieved at least a postponement of the attack, if not more than that.” Ronen Bergman, “An All-Clear Siren for Tehran,” 
Yediot Aharonot, April 8, 2012.

36  Author telephone interview with Ehud Barak, April 26, 2016.

37  Landler, Alter Egos, 253–54.

38  Karen DeYoung and Michael D. Shea, “U.S., Allies Say Iran Has Secret Nuclear Facility,” Washington Post, Sept. 26, 2009, http://www.
washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/25/AR2009092500289.html.

39  Zarate, Treasury’s War, 328.

40  United Nations Security Council Resolution 1929, adopted June 6, 2010, http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/
RES/1929%282010%29.

41  Samore, Sanctions Against Iran, 6.

42  Zarate, Treasury’s War, 336–37.

43  Zarate, Treasury’s War.

44  Washington had regarded sanctions on Iran’s Central Bank and oil sector as the “final bullet” in the U.S. arsenal. See Zarate, Treasury’s War, 
307–9, 314–16. In the Treasury Department, such sanctions were referred to as the “nuclear option” and were thus held in reserve. See Solomon, The 
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“the potential connection between Iran’s revenues 
derived from its energy sector and the funding of 
Iran’s proliferation-sensitive nuclear activities.”40 
This language would eventually pave the way for a 
full E.U. embargo on Iranian oil.41 It was against the 
backdrop of increasingly aggressive international 
pressure on Iran that the U.S. Senate passed the 
Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, 
and Divestment Act. Placing significant new 
restrictions on Iran’s energy sector, the legislation 
stipulated that banks conducting transactions with 
the Central Bank of Iran could not do business 
in the United States.42 Still, at this stage in 2010, 
the U.S. Treasury Department was pursuing a 
“gradualist constriction campaign” designed to 
avoid “blunt steps that would upset the balance 
of the international financial system” or cause U.S. 
allies in Europe and Asia, who depended heavily 
on Iranian oil imports, to resist cooperation with 
tougher sanctions.43 As I discuss later in this article, 
additional pressure would be needed to influence 
the White House to unleash measures long referred 
to by the Treasury as the “final bullet” and “the 
nuclear weapon” in its arsenal: an oil embargo and 
sanctions on the Central Bank of Iran.44 At least part 
of this pressure and its outcome can be attributed 
to Israeli influence.

Divergence of Interests Within the U.S.-Israel 
Alliance

In November 2011, Israeli Defense Minister 
Barak began stressing that, in less than a year, 
“probably three-quarters,” Iran’s nuclear program 
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… we can’t afford to delegate responsibility even 
to our best friend and ally.” Alluding to the United 
States, Barak went on to stress: “Our problem, Mr. 
President, is that we can’t be sure our friend will 
show up.”60 From Israel’s vantage point, if Israel 
were ever to lose its credible military option against 
Iran, it “would no longer be an actor” in the Iranian 
context.61 In other words, having lost its military 
options, leverage, and bargaining power, Israel’s 
interests would become less of a factor, including 
in U.S. policy considerations. As Barak later put 
it, while stopping Iran from obtaining a nuclear 
weapon was a “vital interest” for Israel, it was only 
“an important interest” for the United States.62 
Given the stakes for each country, this made for an 
impossible situation for both sides.

With limited direct leverage over Iran, Israel 
sought to harness the militarily superior United 
States in the service of forcing Tehran to choose 
between pursuing its nuclear program and risking 
devastating economic sanctions and possibly 
even a military attack. Israel thus sought to limit 
Obama’s flexibility and wrest an explicit, credible 
U.S. commitment to prevent Iran from obtaining a 
nuclear weapon — in other words, a commitment 
Iran would take seriously. Of course, given the 
prerequisites for credibility in international 
relations, Obama was essentially being asked 
by the United States’ junior ally to restrict his 
maneuverability and control. This perception was 
precisely why the Obama administration resisted 
Israel’s efforts.

Israel’s leaders proceeded to present the United 
States with two explicit demands. First, Israel 
wanted Washington to lead an international effort 
to impose crippling economic sanctions on Iran. 
As noted, Israel demanded broad sanctions that 
would go beyond those that had already been 
implemented. Jerusalem wanted sanctions that 
would cripple Iran’s energy and financial sectors. 
To prod its ally into action, Israel’s defense minister 
declared in November 2011, “We are probably facing 

60  Ehud Barak, My Country, My Life, 433–34.
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the last opportunity for internationally coordinated 
deadly sanctions that will force Iran to stop.” 
Specifically, Barak called for “sanctions on the 
financial transactions, on the ability to carry out 
international financial deals, including the Central 
Bank, sanctions that stop — physically if needed 
— the import and export of oil and refinements.”63 
That Israel was expecting the United States to lead 
this effort was reflected in the words of a “senior 
Israeli official” cited the next day as having said, 
“The name of the game now is the ability of U.S. 
President Obama to gather the leaderships of 
important countries such as Germany, France, 
Canada, and Australia in a coalition, and rein in 
Russia and China to impose paralyzing sanctions 
on Iran.”64 That same demand was repeated in a 
coercive, yet informal, fashion, which implicitly 
threatened to entrap the United States in a conflict 
with Iran: Senior Israeli military affairs analyst 
Ron Ben-Yishai said Israel was communicating an 
“important signal” to Washington, Moscow, and 
Beijing: “Either you impose truly painful sanctions 
to block Iran’s race to a bomb, with minimum cost 
to all of us, or we will be forced to act and then 
we will all pay the price.”65 Coming from a well-
connected analyst, these words almost certainly 
reflected a briefing by a senior official.

Second, Israel expected the United States to 
establish a credible military threat against Iran or, 
in the words of Israeli Strategic Affairs Minister 
Moshe Yaalon, to take measures that would make 
“the Iranian regime understand that if it does not 
stop its military nuclear program someone will 
attack it.”66 Referring to the U.S. position toward 
Iran, an Israeli official asked, “There are a lot 
of general statements they [the United States] 
think we want to hear… How are the Iranians 
to understand that if they don’t stop then they 
will eventually get hit?”67 On another occasion, a 
senior Israeli official told the New York Times, in 
reference to the Obama administration, that “For 
the Iranians to understand that they really mean 

limiting its ability to defend U.S. military assets in 
the region.”52 

From a U.S. perspective, if Israel was indeed 
planning unilateral action in a deliberate attempt to 
entrap the United States in the ensuing conflict, the 
question of whether Israel possessed the military 
capability to achieve a substantial delay in Iran’s 
nuclear program was of less importance. 

Former CIA director Michael Hayden has noted 
that if Israel attacked the “disbursed and hardened” 
Iranian nuclear program, “there would be many of 
us in government thinking that the purpose of the 
raid wasn’t to destroy the Iranian nuclear system, 
but the purpose of the raid was to put us at war 
with Iran.”53 Indications of U.S. fear of entrapment 
appeared in real time. In February 2012, a front-
page New York Times article cited defense analysts 
in Washington as questioning “whether Israel even 
has the military capacity” to attack Iran. The report 
said, “One fear is that the United States would be 
sucked into finishing the job — a task that even 
with America’s far larger arsenal of aircraft and 
munitions could still take many weeks.”54 The 
following month, Panetta told U.S. troops that 
“if Israel decides to go after Iran and we have to 
defend ourselves, we could be engaged sooner than 
any of us want.”55 

Was Israel indeed contemplating such an attack 
only to embroil its senior ally in a war? It seems 
that way. According to Barak, in the summer of 
2012 he was approached by a Netanyahu confidant 
who sounded him out on launching a strike on Iran 
two weeks before the U.S. elections. Barak recalls 
the person explaining that, politically, Obama 
would feel “compelled to support Israel’s action, 
or at the very least to refrain from criticizing it. In 
other words, we would be setting a political trap for 
the president of the United States.”56

From a U.S. standpoint, Israel was militarily 
capable of dodging its surveillance capabilities and 
presenting it with an established fact. Panetta, who 
had served as CIA director before being appointed 
secretary of defense, noted in this regard that, 
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although the United States “had sources that could 
provide some pretty good intelligence on whether 
or not that kind of attack was being prepared for,” 
a country “as sophisticated as Israel” could have 
found ways to “effectively cover up that kind of 
possibility, because they know that we have those 
kinds of sources.”57 Daniel B. Shapiro, who was U.S. 
ambassador to Israel at the time, added, “We were 
pretty certain that if they didn’t give us warning we 
would not have advance warning. They were fully 
capable of surprising the U.S. and give us not more 
than an hour or two’s notice.”58 

While the United States feared entrapment, Israel 
feared abandonment. Jerusalem was especially 
concerned that, as Tehran’s nuclear program 
became increasingly dispersed and resilient, 
Israel would become dependent upon others — 
namely the United States — for the elimination 
of a potentially existential threat. Yet, this was 
precisely what Israel’s senior ally was asking. As 
Panetta would later write, “Israel had to trust that 
we would act if the time came, that we would not 
flinch at the moment of truth even if the graver 
threat was not to the United States but to Israel. 
That’s a lot of trust to place in an ally, even a close 
and historic ally.”59

From Israel’s perspective, even if Obama was 
sincere about not removing any option from the 
table, he was still, in a sense, bluffing. As Barak 
reported telling Obama in 2012, 

There are no future contracts in 
statesmanship. There’s no way that you, or 
any leader, can commit yourself to what will 
happen in a year or two. When the moment 
of decision arrives, nothing will be able to 
free you from your responsibility to look at 
the situation as it is then, with American 
interests in mind.

Barak further told Obama that when “it comes to 
issues critical for the security and future of Israel, 
and in a way for the security of the Jewish people 
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Israel wanted to signal that it was prepared 
for a strike and could carry it out.75 

At the same time, however, U.S. officials ruled 
out an imminent Israeli attack on Iran.76 Moreover, 
Israel signaled it would adhere to diplomacy,77 
confirming that military action was not in the 
offing.78

Still, Israel’s efforts to establish a military option 
persisted. In 2009, a French weekly revealed that 
the Israeli Air Force carried out another large-scale 
military rehearsal — this time, over the Strait of 
Gibraltar, some 1,800 miles from Israel.79 However, 

an Israeli intelligence official commenting on the 
matter just two weeks before the French report said 
that it was unlikely Israel would attack Iran without 
receiving at least tacit U.S. approval.80 Moreover, 
Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman remarked 
that Israel would not attack Iran militarily even 
if sanctions failed. Saying that the most effective 
means to stop Iran were “severe sanctions, very 
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severe sanctions,” he added, “We are not talking 
about a military attack.” Toeing Israel’s official 
line, Lieberman stressed, “Israel cannot resolve 
militarily the entire world’s problems. I propose 
that the United States, as the largest power in 
the world, assume responsibility for resolving the 
Iranian question.”81  

That Israel was honing its military option 
undoubtedly generated concern in Washington. But 
still, this was a general worry about the possibility 
that Israel would ultimately feel compelled to act 
unilaterally. At times, this broad concern led the 
United States into taking greater risks than it may 

have otherwise in order to reassure 
and restrain the Israelis. One such 
example is Operation Olympic Games 
(“Stuxnet”), in which the United States 
and Israel joined forces in a cyberattack 
on Iran’s nuclear enrichment facility at 
Natanz. Although not the only reason, 
anxiety about the prospect of an 
Israeli strike on Iran reportedly played 
an important role in persuading the 
United States to engage in the attack.82

On March 31, 2009, Netanyahu returned to the 
office of prime minister, a post he had left a decade 
earlier. Unlike his predecessors, who portrayed Iran 
as a global challenge, Netanyahu described Iran as 
analogous to Nazi Germany.83 As prime minister, 
Netanyahu would gradually “take ownership” of 
the Iranian issue. In 2009 and 2010, however, Israel 
remained committed to working together with the 

it, they [the Iranians] have to hear it publicly and 
clearly.”68 From Israel’s standpoint, a credible 
U.S. military threat that Iran would take seriously 
required a credible Israeli military threat that the 
United States would take seriously. 

A History of the Iran Debate 
Before October 2011

Israeli concern regarding Iran’s nuclear program 
and the prospect of nuclear-weapons capability 
dates to the 1990s. Although in subsequent years, 
especially during President George W. Bush’s 
second term, U.S. concern would emerge regarding 
the possibility of an Israeli military strike on Iran, 
no stage was as intense and urgent as that of late 
2011. Even when Israel was working on a military 
option, it did not engage in a concerted, strategic 
pressure campaign against the United States until 
2011. Nor had the United States engaged in such 
forceful dissuasion efforts toward Israel as it would 
in the period discussed in this article.

Although Iran’s perceived quest for military 
nuclear capability had long been a topic of debate 
and concern, Israel deliberately presented it as 
a global challenge rather than a challenge for 
Israel alone. Israeli policy maintained that the 
effort to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear 
weapon should be led by the entire international 
community.69 

At the same time, however, Israel was also 
investing in a military option against Iran. In 
mid-2008, media reports began to emerge about 
atypically large-scale Israeli aerial exercises. 
These were widely interpreted as rehearsals for a 
preventive strike on Iran. But if these drills were 
designed to create the impression that Israel might 
be preparing to target Iran, such intentions were 
undercut by statements that Israel was still giving 
precedence to diplomacy and economic sanctions 

68  Jodi Rudoren, “U.S. Envoy to Israel Says Nation Is Ready on Iran,” New York Times, May 17, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/18/
world/middleeast/united-states-ambassador-dan-shapiro-to-israel-speaks-of-military-option-for-iran.html.

69  As prime minister, Ehud Olmert stressed in a 2006 interview that Israel should not stand “on the forefront of this war.” Iran, he added, was a 
“major threat” to “Europe and America just as much as it is for the state of Israel.” See Romesh Ratnesar, “Israel Should Not Be on the Forefront of 
a War Against Iran,” Time, April 9, 2006.

70  Jonathan Steele, “Israel Asked US for Green Light to Bomb Nuclear Sites in Iran,” Guardian, Sept. 25, 2008, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2008/sep/25/iran.israelandthepalestinians1.

71  Robert M. Gates, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014), 190–91.

72  Gates, Duty.

73  Gates, Duty, 192; “Israeli Air Exercise Probably Message to Iran, U.S. Official Says,” CNN, June 20, 2008, http://www.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/
meast/06/20/israel.exercise/index.html. 

74  Michael R. Gordon and Eric Schmitt, “U.S. Says Israeli Exercise Seemed Directed at Iran,” New York Times, June 20, 2008, https://www.nytimes.
com/2008/06/20/washington/20iran.html.

and that it would not surprise its U.S. ally with a 
unilateral military attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities.

In May 2008, Bush reportedly rejected Israeli 
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s request for a green 
light to attack Iran’s nuclear sites.70 That same 
month, Israel presented the United States with 
several arms requests, which Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates saw as presaging a military attack on 
Iran. “I recommended saying no to all the Israelis’ 
requests,” Gates later recalled. “Giving them any 
of the items on their new list would signal U.S. 
support for them to attack Iran unilaterally.”71 Gates 
also worried that U.S. acquiescence to Israel’s arms 
requests would have provided it with a dangerous 
degree of autonomy to act independently against 
Iran and thus grant it leverage over the United 
States. “I said we would be handing over the 
initiative regarding U.S. vital national interests to 
a foreign power,” he noted.72 Gates believes it was 
“probably not coincidental” that on June 2, 2008, 
the Israeli Air Force conducted a major exercise 
that included more than a hundred fighter jets, 
helicopters, and refueling tankers.73 On June 20, the 
New York Times reported the unusual Israeli aerial 
mission and cited U.S. officials as describing the 
exercise, in which the planes had flown from Israel 
to Greece and back, as a multi-pronged Israeli 
signal. “They wanted us to know, they wanted the 
Europeans to know, and they wanted the Iranians 
to know,” a Pentagon official said. “There’s a lot of 
signaling going on at different levels.”74 Whether 
the exercise was intended as an Israeli signal 
to its principal ally, it was perceived as such in 
Washington. As Gates later wrote, 

The Israelis held a military exercise they 
knew would be monitored by many nations. 
… The distance the fighters flew was 862 
nautical miles. The distance from the Israeli 
airfield to the Iranian uranium enrichment 
facility at Natanz was 860 nautical miles. 
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enhanced its “watchfulness” of both Israel and 
Iran.95 The United States then bolstered its 
contingency military planning in the Middle East 
and augmented its intelligence-gathering on Israel. 
Obama, Panetta, and other top officials conveyed 
a string of private messages to Israel, warning of 
the “dire consequences of a strike.”96 In addition, 
U.S. intelligence agencies began to closely monitor 
Israel’s military bases and eavesdrop on its secret 
communications for indications of a forthcoming 
strike. The United States detected when Israeli 
pilots were put on alert and identified moonless 
nights, which would give the Israelis better cover for 
a strike.97 Other U.S. surveillance activities included 
spying on the prime minister’s office and hacking 
into Israeli drone and fighter-jet surveillance feeds 
in search of indications of preparations for a strike.98 
In December 2011, Shapiro drafted a cable in which 
he later recalled stressing that the United States 
“could not in any way rule out the possibility” of 
an uncoordinated Israeli strike on Iran’s nuclear 
facilities.99 That month, Panetta publicly warned 
that if Israel attacked Iran, 

The United States would obviously be 
blamed and we could possibly be the 
target of retaliation from Iran, striking our 
ships, striking our military bases. ... the 

95  Barbara Starr, “U.S. Concerned Israel Could Strike Iran,” CNN Security Clearance Blog, Nov. 4, 2011, http://security.blogs.cnn.com/2011/11/04/
u-s-concerned-israel-could-strike-iran/.

96  Adam Entous, Julian E. Barnes, and Jay Solomon, “U.S. Warns Israel on Strike,” Wall Street Journal, Jan. 14, 2012, https://www.wsj.com/
articles/SB10001424052970204409004577159202556087074.

97  Adam Entous, “Spy vs. Spy: Inside the Fraying U.S.-Israel Ties,” Wall Street Journal, Oct. 22, 2015, https://www.wsj.com/articles/spy-vs-spy-
inside-the-fraying-u-s-israel-ties-1445562074.

98  Adam Entous and Danny Yadron, “U.S. Spy Net on Israel Snares Congress,” Wall Street Journal, Dec. 29, 2015, https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-
s-spy-net-on-israel-snares-congress-1451425210; Cora Currier and Henrik Moltke, “Spies in the Skies,” Intercept, Jan. 28, 2016.

99  Interview with Daniel B. Shapiro, Tel Aviv, Jan. 11, 2018. In an indication of the credibility he attributed to this scenario, Shapiro noted that he 
disseminated the cable to an especially broad audience so as to “protect myself” in case Israel indeed attacked Iran.

100  “Remarks by Secretary of Defense Leon E. Panetta at the Saban Center,” Department of Defense, Dec. 2, 2011, http://archive.defense.gov/
transcripts/transcript.aspx?transcriptid=4937.

101  Panetta, Worthy Fights, 404. 
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www.nytimes.com/2012/02/29/world/middleeast/us-sees-iran-attacks-as-likely-if-israel-strikes.html; and Mark Mazzetti and Thom Shanker, “U.S. 
War Game Sees Perils of Israeli Strike Against Iran,” New York Times, March 19, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/20/world/middleeast/
united-states-war-game-sees-dire-results-of-an-israeli-attack-on-iran.html.

103  David E. Sanger, “Confronting Iran in a Year of Elections,” New York Times, Jan. 21, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/22/sunday-
review/confronting-iran-in-a-year-of-elections.html.

104  David Ignatius, “Is Israel Preparing to Attack Iran?” Washington Post, Feb. 2, 2012, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/is-israel-
preparing-to-attack-iran/2012/02/02/gIQANjfTkQ_story.html. Another U.S. official said later that month, “We believe that Israel has not yet 
decided whether to attack or not, but it is clear to us that the matter is being weighed seriously.” See Barak Ravid and Natasha Mozgovaya, 
“National Security Adviser Visiting Israel,” Haaretz, Feb. 18, 2012.

105  Dan Perry and Josef Federman “Just a Bluff? Fears Grow of Israeli Attack on Iran,” Associated Press, Feb. 5, 2012, http://www.staradvertiser.
com/2012/02/05/breaking-news/just-a-bluff-fears-grow-of-israeli-attack-on-iran/.

106  Panetta said, “My conclusion, and I think the conclusion of the National Security Council and the president, was that Israel was giving serious 
consideration to this possibility.” Author telephone interview with Leon Panetta, Aug. 12, 2016.

consequence could be that we would have 
an escalation that would take place that 
would not only involve many lives, but 
I think could consume the Middle East 
in a confrontation and a conflict that we  
would regret.100 

In January 2012, National Security Adviser Tom 
Donilon informed Panetta that Obama’s twin 
foreign policy goals for that year were to prevent 
Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon and “to 
avoid a war in the Middle East,”101 the latter being 
the scenario the administration feared would 
result from an Israeli strike.102 As senior New 
York Times correspondent David Sanger wrote, 
the “outbreak of a public debate in Israel over 
whether to strike soon clearly shook the Obama 
administration.”103 In February 2012, Panetta spoke 
of a “strong likelihood” that Israel would strike 
before June.104 It was against this backdrop that 
the Associated Press wrote, “For the first time in 
nearly two decades of escalating tensions over 
Iran’s nuclear program, world leaders are genuinely 
concerned that an Israeli military attack on the 
Islamic Republic could be imminent.”105 This sense 
of urgency was confirmed in later interviews with 
multiple senior Obama administration officials, 
including Panetta,106 Deputy Secretary of State 

United States to deal with the perceived Iranian 
threat.84 In July 2010, Obama was asked whether 
Israel might unilaterally attack Iran. He responded 
that Netanyahu was “committed” to a coordinated 
approach.85 A year later, when Shapiro began 
his tenure as U.S. ambassador to Israel, he too 
found that the two countries’ national security 
establishments shared a “coordinated approach” 
toward Iran.86 This would change within three 
months.

Israel’s Pressure Campaign: 
Generating a War Scare

The possibility of an Israeli military assault on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities had long been a topic of 
speculation and concern.87 This is not surprising 
given Israel’s history of preventing other countries 
in the Middle East from developing nuclear 
capability, as well as the sort of military exercises 
described above. In 1981, the Israeli Air Force 
conducted a surprise attack in which it destroyed 
Iraq’s nuclear plant at Osirak. In 2007, Israel 
carried out a similar attack, this time destroying a 
nuclear facility secretly being built in Syria.88 The 
Iranian case is factually different — Israel never 

84  For instance, in late July 2009, standing alongside U.S. Defense Secretary Robert Gates, Barak once again reaffirmed that “at this stage, the 
priority should be given, still, to diplomacy and probably sanctions.” See “Defense Minister Barak meets with US Secretary of Defense Gates,” 
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, July 27, 2009. Asked about a potential Israeli attack on Iran, Gates replied that, in his meetings in Israel, “I had 
every sense that the Israeli government is prepared to let our strategy play out in terms of trying to use a combination of diplomatic pressures, 
economic sanctions and other peaceful means to try to get the Iranian government to change its mind in terms of its nuclear ambitions.” See Jim 
Garamone, “Gates Praises U.S., Jordan Strategic Partnership,” Department of Defense, July 27, 2009, http://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.
aspx?id=55267; “Press Conference with Secretary Gates and Israeli Defense Minister Barak,” Ministry of Defense, April 27, 2010. In the joint 
press conference between Gates and Barak in March 2011, the topic of Iran was overshadowed by the events of the Arab Spring. See “Joint Press 
Conference with Secretary Gates and Minister Barak from Tel Aviv, Israel,” Department of Defense, March 24, 2011, http://archive.defense.gov/
transcripts/transcript.aspx?transcriptid=4797.

85  “Interview of the President by Yonit Levi, Israeli TV,” White House Office of the Press Secretary, July 8, 2010, https://obamawhitehouse.
archives.gov/the-press-office/interview-president-yonit-levi-israeli-tv.

86  Author interview with Daniel B. Shapiro, Tel Aviv, Jan. 10, 2018.
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world_now/2012/02/will-israel-attack-iran-its-been-asked-before.html.

88  As Panetta noted, “Everybody understood that when you look at the history here, Israel was a nation that if it thought that its existence was 
threatened in any way it would take action with or without the United States.” The former defense secretary cited Israel’s attacks on the Syrian 
nuclear reactor in 2007 and the Iraqi nuclear plant in 1981 as indicative of Israeli determination to remove potential existential threats. Author 
telephone interview with Leon Panetta, Aug. 12, 2016.
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90  Solomon, The Iran Wars, 197–98.

91  Amos Harel and Reuters, “U.S. Defense Secretary to Arrive in Israel to Discuss Iran Nuclear Program,” Haaretz, Oct. 3, 2011.

92  “Israel ‘Increasingly Isolated’ in Middle East: US,” Agence France-Presse, Oct. 3, 2011, https://gs.geo.tv/latest/31185-israel-increasingly-
isolated-in-middle-east-us.

93  Yaakov Katz, “International Community Needs to Cooperate on Iran,” Jerusalem Post, Oct. 4, 2011. 

94  Ron Ben-Yishai, “IDF Is Already Prepared to Attack in Iran,” Ynet, Nov. 3, 2011; Barak Ravid, “Netanyahu and Barak Refused to Commit to Not 
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attacked. But it is also qualitatively different: 
Rather than attacking, Israel deliberately created 
the impression of an impending unilateral attack 
and then harnessed this perception in a deliberate 
effort to limit Obama’s flexibility, influence U.S. 
policy, and alter Iran’s strategic calculus.

It was not until late 2011, however, that general 
concern about an Israeli attack on Iran turned into 
genuine alarm. As one television report in Israel 
put it, “After years of just threats, it seems that 
the ground has started to shake.”89 U.S. intelligence 
agencies detected stepped-up activity by the Israeli 
military that appeared to presage a possible strike 
against Iran’s nuclear facilities.90 On Oct. 3, 2011, 
Panetta arrived in Israel for what was described 
as an “urgent discussion” on Iran.91 That the 
main impetus for his trip was U.S. alarm about a 
potential Israeli strike was reflected in Panetta’s 
public statement in Israel that “the most effective 
way to deal with Iran is not on a unilateral basis.”92 
The United States and Israel, he added, must 
confront all challenges “together.”93 In his private 
meetings, Panetta demanded — and was refused 
— early warning in the event that Israel decided 
to attack.94 The U.S. sense of urgency manifested 
in numerous other ways. In early November, a 
U.S. military official said that Washington had 
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William Burns,107 National Security Council 
member and senior Obama adviser Gary Samore,108 
and Shapiro.109 The following section analyzes 
the various tactics Israel employed to create the 
perception of an impending military strike, instill 
a sense of urgency in the United States, and limit 
Obama’s room to maneuver.

How Israel Generated and 
Harnessed the War Scare

This section explores the primary methods 
by which Israel exacerbated the Obama 
administration’s concerns and led its senior ally to 
infer that a unilateral military assault on Iran could 
be imminent.

Military Moves Designed to Be Picked Up by 
U.S. Intelligence 

Israel’s efforts to manipulate Washington into 
thinking a strike could be imminent included 
sensitive military activities designed to be 
intercepted by the United States, as well as actions 
bearing an intelligence signature too noticeable 
to conceal. For example, according to one Israeli 
report citing multiple sources, Israel carried out a 
significant covert measure in early October 2011 that 
pertained to the “diplomatic-security” realm, and 
was widely perceived by the sources as a sign that 
preparations for an attack had “shifted up a gear.”110 
The report did not detail the exact nature of the 
covert measure, but, since then, it has been revealed 
that, in 2011, the Mossad and the Israel Defense 
Forces (IDF) were ordered to begin preparations for 
a possible military strike on Iran within 15 days.111 It 
was also in late 2011 that U.S. intelligence agencies 
reportedly had detected Israeli aircraft entering 
and exiting Iran’s airspace, supposedly probing 

107  Burns added, “There was a genuine concern that the Israeli government might launch such a strike.” Author telephone interview with William 
Burns, June 15, 2017.

108  Author interviews with Gary Samore, Obama’s coordinator for weapons of mass destruction, counterterrorism, and arms control, Cambridge, 
Mass., March 21, 2016 and March 9, 2017. According to Samore, with the exception of Vice President Joseph Biden, “who thought it was all a big 
bluff,” the most senior members of the administration, including Obama and Panetta, felt “pressured” by Israel’s signals.

109  Interview with Daniel B. Shapiro, Tel Aviv, Jan. 11, 2018. According to Shapiro, “We did take it seriously; Obama took it seriously.”

110  Yossi Verter, “Iran, Who Knows,” Haaretz, Nov. 4, 2011.

111  “Uvda with Ilana Dayan,” Channel 2, June 2, 2018.

112  Entous, “Spy vs. Spy.”

113  Mark Perry, “Israel’s Secret Staging Ground,” Foreign Policy, March 28, 2012, https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/03/28/israels-secret-staging-
ground/.

114  Ilan Kfir and Danny Dor, Barak: Milkhamot Hayay [Barak: Battles of My Life] (Tel Aviv: Kinneret Zmora-Bitan, 2015), 330. 

115  Ron Ben-Yishai, “Israel Has Understood: Only the U.S. Will Stop Iran,” Ynet, Aug. 3, 2012.

the country’s air defenses. This appeared to be a 
dry run for a commando raid on a nuclear site and 
was sufficiently alarming to merit the deployment 
of a second U.S. aircraft carrier to the region.112 On 
another occasion, multiple U.S. intelligence sources 
said the United States had learned that Israel, 
through a series of quiet understandings, had been 
granted access to airbases across Iran’s northern 
border in Azerbaijan.113 Barak himself would later 
acknowledge instances in which Israel was “on the 
verge” of an attack and units “had entered a state 
of preparedness,”114 but a senior military analyst 
later revealed that some of these instances “were 
designed to motivate the U.S. administration and 

the Europeans to increase the pressure on Iran and 
bring the Americans to a stage in which they would 
wield a military option and would be ready to use 
it.”115 Tamir Pardo, then-director of the Mossad, 
similarly raised the possibility that, when he was 
instructed in 2011 by the prime minister to enter a 
state of preparedness and stand ready for an attack 
on Iran within 15 days, Netanyahu was “signaling” 

to the United States “to do something.”116 Given that 
the United States, as Panetta later noted, had “fail-
safe methods of determining whether or not in fact 
planes and pilots and crews were all being prepared 
for action,”117 Washington was likely receiving real-
time indications of such activities. Barak later 
admitted that Israel was acting on the premise that 
Washington was capable of monitoring its activities 
and that the United States inferred from Israel’s 
intelligence efforts that “we were getting ready.”118 
Explaining the perception of an imminent strike, 
Barak said, “The atmosphere was a reflection of 
our actual real preparations. The Americans were 
following us, watching what we were doing and 
what the Air Force was rehearsing.”119

Strict Secrecy to Achieve Message Discipline

A core element of Israel’s pressure campaign 
pertained to the way Netanyahu and Barak 
deliberately kept their various alarmed audiences 
— namely Israel’s defense establishment, the 
cabinet, and the United States — at arm’s length. 
From Barak’s vantage point, keeping Israel’s 
establishment in the dark was crucial for the 
success of the campaign. Israel’s security chiefs 
opposed a unilateral strike, and, as Barak would 
later reveal, he and Netanyahu knew that some of 
them were talking to their U.S. counterparts “on 
a daily basis.”120 By holding their cards extremely 
close, Netanyahu and Barak prevented leaks, 
maximized their message control, enhanced their 
credibility and bargaining leverage, and kept their 
various audiences guessing. Barak and Netanyahu 

116  “Uvda with Ilana Dayan,” Channel 2, June 2, 2018. According to the program, the Mossad and the IDF were ordered in 2011 to begin 
preparations for a possible military strike on Iran within 15 days. Referring to this step, Pardo said when a leader orders such a move, “It can serve 
one of two purposes. The first is that he really means it. The other possibility is that he is signaling so that somebody out there will know about 
it — maybe even that someone in the United States will find out about it in one way or another — and that someone will be motivated to do 
something.”
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118  Author interview with Ehud Barak, New York, May 31, 2016. 
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120  Barnea, “Why We Did Not Attack Iran.” Shedding more light on this point, Shapiro noted that the United States knew that Israel’s security 
chiefs opposed a military attack: “Without being disloyal to their political leadership they found ways of conveying to us that they were not 
advocating for it and to some degree were resisting it. This was knowable.” Interview with Daniel B. Shapiro, Tel Aviv, Jan. 11, 2018.

121  Author interview with Ehud Barak, New York, May 31, 2016.

122  Author telephone interview with Yaakov Amidror, June 9, 2016.

123  Rachel Nolan, “Behind the Cover Story: Ronen Bergman on Whether Israel Will Attack Iran,” New York Times, Jan. 30, 2012, https://6thfloor.
blogs.nytimes.com/2012/01/30/behind-the-cover-story-ronen-bergman-on-israeli-plans-to-strike-iran/. See also Ethan Bronner, “2 Israeli Leaders 
Make the Iran Issue Their Own,” New York Times, March 27, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/28/world/middleeast/netanyahu-and-barak-
bond-over-israels-iran-crisis.html.

124  Bronner, “2 Israeli Leaders.” 

125  Author interview with Tamir Pardo, Cambridge, Mass., May 2, 2016. That the Mossad chief himself was kept at arm’s length can be inferred 
from his assertion that whether or not a unilateral attack was genuinely in the cards was an “irrelevant” question for him as Mossad director: “For 
an operational organization, it makes absolutely no difference if it is a deception or not. I have to play along to the fullest extent, because I do not 
know.”

made all cabinet members sign an additional 
protocol of secrecy prohibiting them not only from 
making statements on Iran but also from giving 
strictly-off-record briefings.121 As National Security 
Adviser Yaakov Amidror put it, “Nothing leaked 
because … the ministers knew nothing.” Although 
Amidror claims to have been one of a handful of 
Israelis who were truly in the know, his statement 
that “I personally believe they were serious, I truly 
believed they were not bluffing” implies that the 
national security adviser, too, was in the dark 
about Netanyahu and Barak’s actual intentions.122 
And he was not the only senior Israeli official to 
find himself in that position. Asked in January 2012 
whether Netanyahu and Barak were truly serious 
about an attack, a “very high-ranking intelligence 
source,” likely the head of the IDF Military 
Intelligence Directorate, replied, “I don’t know, 
there are only two people who know the answer 
to this question, and they are Netanyahu and 
Barak.”123 Two months later, a senior Israeli official 
said of the two men, “Together, they control this 
issue.”124 When asked about the possibility that a 
unilateral attack was never truly intended to take 
place, then-Mossad Director Pardo retrospectively 
admitted, “The same doubts that you raise now — 
I had them all along.” Pardo hypothesized that “a 
deception at this level requires that no more than 
one or two people be in the loop,” meaning that, 
if the Israeli campaign was intentionally deceptive, 
the deception was conducted either by “the prime 
minister alone, or the prime minister and Barak. 
And all the rest, including yours truly, were among 
those who were being duped.”125 Even if Pardo had 
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his doubts and, referring to the possibility of a 
unilateral Israeli attack, “did not believe that this 
could happen,” he still admits that when the prime 
minister “tells me to commence the countdown, 
you realize that he is not playing games with you. 
These things [entering a state of preparedness] 
have enormous implications. It’s not something he 
is allowed to do only as a drill.”126 Cabinet member 

Dan Meridor, who served as Israel’s intelligence 
minister at the time, and theoretically should have 
been in the know, admitted that he had “spent 
nights and days” with the intelligence chiefs 
“asking ourselves what was going to happen. … 
I could not just assume that it was all a show.”127 
Amos Gilead, then-Director of Policy and Political-
Military Affairs at the Ministry of Defense, similarly 
admits that “we will never be able to know” if 
Netanyahu and Barak “really meant it,” although 
“according to every parameter they acted as if 
they did.”128 Beyond the message clarity gained by 
such tactics, this information asymmetry made it 
significantly more difficult for the United States to 
affect Israel’s decision-making.

Israeli Refusal to Provide Advance Warning 

Diplomacy was the basic means by which Israel 
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129  Starr, “U.S. Concerned.”
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135  Attila Somfalvi and Yoav Zitun, “Israel-U.S. Aerial Defense Exercise Postponed,” Ynet, Jan. 15, 2012; Shlomo Tsezna and Lilach Shoval, “The 
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first indicated to the United States the shift in its 
approach toward the Iranian issue and its refusal 
to coordinate its moves with its senior ally. In 
November 2011, a top U.S. military official said 
that Israeli reassurances to Washington that it 
would receive early warning if Israel decided to 
strike Iran no longer seemed “ironclad.”129 This 
implies that Israel had previously provided such 
an assurance to the United States.130 Later that 
month, when Martin Dempsey, chairman of the 
U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, was asked if Israel would 
alert the United States ahead of an attack on Iran, 
he replied, “I don’t know.”131 In January 2012, the 
United States received yet another powerful signal 
when Barak informed Panetta of Israel’s decision to 
call off a joint military exercise scheduled for May. 
A biography of Barak claims that this exercise was 
delayed ahead of a “decisive session” regarding 
Iran.132 In his memoir, Panetta recalls pressing 
Barak “to reconsider the cancellation,” to which 
the Israeli defense minister replied that, although 
Israel had not yet made a decision about whether 
to strike Iran, “I can’t in good conscience hide 
the fact from our best ally that we are discussing 
it.”133 Barak later recalled, “Panetta realized that 
Israel was serious, and asked for a two-week early 
warning. I told him, no. Not two weeks, and not 
even 24 hours. However, I did tell Panetta that we 
would give them a sufficiently long early warning 
so as to not jeopardize any American soldier in 
the Middle East.”134 Whereas the cancellation was 
likely designed to alarm Washington, an entirely 
different signal was conveyed to the Israeli 
public. Domestically, the cancellation was falsely 
portrayed as a joint decision resulting from U.S. 
budgetary constraints and a mutual desire to 
avoid sending a bellicose signal to Iran.135 Two 
days later, Barak told IDF Radio that an Israeli 

decision to attack Iran was “very far off.”136 In other 
words, Barak tailored different signals to different 
target audiences. If Israel had intended to set off 
alarm bells in Washington and manipulate its 
anticipation of violence, it succeeded. Within days, 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff landed 
in Israel for high-level discussions,137 and Panetta 
told the Washington Post that there was a “strong 
likelihood” of an Israeli attack on Iran before spring 
2012.138 

Media Campaign

Israel’s public media campaign dates to Oct. 12, 
2011, a day when the entire Israeli media agenda 
was dominated by the dramatic announcement of 
a prisoner-exchange agreement between Israel and 
Hamas. One particular analysis stands out: In a 
column with the headline “It’s All Because of Iran,” 
Yediot Aharonot veteran military analyst Alex 
Fishman argued that the main impetus behind the 
prisoner swap was Netanyahu’s desire to “clear the 
desk” and “set the stage for something different, 
bigger, and more important.” When one looks for 
signs of worry in Netanyahu and Barak, Fishman 
continued, “it somehow always has to do with Iran. 
… What is happening exactly with respect to the 
Iranian issue? It is unclear. But it is clear that this is 
going to be the next hot story.”139 Fishman’s column 
was the bellwether of an official effort to spark an 
intense public debate about Iran.140

An especially interesting case in point is the 
apparent use of the daily Yisrael Hayom, known for 
its intimate ties to Netanyahu, as a signaling device. 
In March 2012, the paper published as its banner 
headline a lengthy opinion column by its editor-in-
chief, Amos Regev, who strongly advocated for 
an Israeli attack. The article concluded, “With 
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137  Isabel Kershner, “U.S. General Urges Closer Ties with Israel,” New York Times, Jan. 20, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/21/world/
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138  Ignatius, “Is Israel Preparing to Attack Iran?” 
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145  Author telephone interview with James Clapper, May 12, 2017. Clapper recalls interpreting Israel’s signals as “a combination of genuine concern 
and an attempt to pressure the United States. ... I thought this had more to do with information warfare, if you will, information influence.”

the Americans or without them, it will be hard. It 
will be bold. It is doable.” A photo of three Israeli 
fighter jets flying over Auschwitz accompanied the 
article.141 Alarmed by the column, Haaretz editor-
in-chief Aluf Benn posted a reaction piece later 
that morning in which he argued that Netanyahu’s 
signals “are indeed preparations for war and 
not a bluff,” adding that Regev “is writing what 
Netanyahu cannot say in speeches.”142 

International media outlets also played a role in 
Israel’s pressure campaign. In January 2012, the 
New York Times Sunday supplement dedicated 
its cover story to the prospect of an Israeli attack 
on Iran. The article, by well-connected Israeli 
journalist Ronen Bergman, concluded, “After 
speaking with many senior Israeli leaders and 
chiefs of the military and the intelligence, I have 
come to believe that Israel will indeed strike 
Iran in 2012.”143 The following day, Bergman’s 
conclusion prompted a debate in the U.S. Senate 
Select Committee on Intelligence. Asked about 
the article, U.S. Director of National Intelligence 
James Clapper commented that this “is a matter 
that we are very, very concerned about.”144 Clapper, 
who later characterized the Israeli campaign as an 
“attempt to pressure the United States,” suspected 
the article was in some way an Israeli initiative: 

When you’ve got rhetoric like that, you have 
to wonder how did that article get planted. 
The Israelis know us, they play us like a 
fiddle. They know how our Congress works 
— they play to that. They know how our 
media works — they influence that. So, sure, 
every time you have rhetoric like that, you 
have to be concerned. I didn’t think it was 
appropriate to blow it off.145
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Public Statements 

Israel’s public statements regarding a possible 
strike on Iran, made almost exclusively by 
Netanyahu and Barak, featured a single recurring 
theme: Israel was entitled, capable, and prepared 
to look after its vital interests. For instance, on 
Nov. 1, 2011, Barak remarked that “events in the 
Middle East over the past year” show that “there 
can emerge situations in which Israel will have to 
protect its own interests” by itself and not rely on 
“other powers.”146 Although he would later claim to 
have been referring to the events of the Arab Spring, 
Barak’s statement was widely perceived as a signal 
that Israel might strike Iran unilaterally.147 The 
following month, speaking at the annual memorial 
ceremony for Israel’s founder, David Ben-Gurion, 
Netanyahu alluded to the ongoing debate over Iran. 
Ben-Gurion, he said, had “a very hard time gaining 
support” within pre-state Israel for the declaration 
of independence in 1948. “Huge pressure,” he said, 

was exerted on Ben-Gurion, from within 
and from without, not to make this move. 
… Everyone told him: this is not the time, 
not now. Among those pressuring him were 
important statesmen and friends. … All of 
us are here today because Ben-Gurion made 
the right decision at the right time. … I 
want to believe that we will always act with 
responsibility, courage, and determination 
to make the right decisions to ensure our 
future and security.148 

These remarks coincided with a statement by 
Barak stressing that “Israel cannot exempt itself 
from making decisions as a sovereign [country]. 
If the [Iranian] program can be stopped with 
diplomacy, that’s great, but all options are on the 
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table. ... Israel is responsible for its own security, 
future, and existence.”149 Clearly, Israel’s goal was to 
signal to the United States that it had the sovereign 
right to safeguard its vital interests.

Lobbying U.S. Congress 

To impact U.S. decision-making on Iran, Israel 
harnessed multiple Washington-based, pro-Israel 
organizations.150 But Israel also worked directly 
with members of Congress to influence the Obama 
administration. Visiting Israel in November 2011, a 
group of U.S. lawmakers updated their interlocutors 
about a new initiative — legislation urging the 
White House to support Israel’s “right” to employ 
“any means necessary” to confront the Iranian 
nuclear threat.151 In February 2012, Netanyahu 
discussed the Iranian issue with a group of U.S. 
senators, headed by Sen. John McCain.152 It was 
reported that Netanyahu had asked senior senators 
and members of Congress to exert pressure on 
Obama regarding the Iranian issue.153 In early 
2013, the Senate passed a resolution calling on the 
United States to support and “stand with Israel” 
if Jerusalem is “compelled to take military action 
in legitimate self-defense against Iran’s nuclear 
weapons program.”154 Congress’s role in promoting 
tough sanctions — and essentially forcing them 
upon a more reluctant White House — is discussed 
in more detail later in the article.

Israel used the above-discussed tactics to create 
the perception of a potentially imminent military 
attack on Iran, instill a sense of urgency in the 
United States, and push the Obama administration 
to adopt a tougher approach toward Iran than 
it would have pursued otherwise. How did this 
play out, and how effective was Israel’s pressure 
campaign? Was Israel able to get its way, despite 
clear U.S. superiority, or did the senior ally 

essentially prevail? These questions are the focus 
of the remainder of the article. The next section 
analyzes the manner in which the United States, 
in reaction to Israel’s pressure campaign, leveraged 
elements of its overwhelming influence to restrain 
its junior ally.

U.S. Counter-Pressure: Dissuasion, 
Dissociation, and Reassurance

Far from being a passive receiver and perceiver 
of Israeli signals and pressure tactics, the United 
States engaged in measures of its own to dissuade 
its junior ally from attacking Iran. This had become 
a top U.S. foreign policy priority, one that Panetta 
would describe as his primary task as secretary 
of defense.155 Going even further, Samore claimed 
that “Much of U.S. strategy at that time was built 
around ‘how do we stop the Israelis from attacking.’ 
In some ways, that became the more immediate 
objective than stopping Iran.”156 Some of this played 
out in public view as the crisis unfolded, such as 
when a senior administration official said, “We’re 
trying to make the decision to attack as hard as 
possible for Israel.”157 To resist Israeli pressure and 
ensure compliance, the United States utilized a 
variety of dissuasion instruments. What follows is 
a discussion of the most salient ones.
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Publicly Questioning the Prudence of an 
Israeli Attack 

U.S. opposition to an Israeli attack was 
expressed by senior officials from the outset of the 
Israeli campaign. With time, this sentiment grew 
increasingly blunt. In February 2012, the New York 
Times ran a front-page article citing U.S. experts 
as casting doubt on Israel’s military capacity to 
successfully attack Iran.158 Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Dempsey publicly described an 
Israeli attack as both “destabilizing” and “not 
prudent,” saying Israel would fail to achieve its 
“long-term objectives.”159 Seeking to undermine 
the credibility of Israel’s military option, Dempsey 
later said that an Israeli attack would “delay but 
probably not destroy” the Iranian program.160 In 
August 2012, an Israeli daily newspaper cited a U.S. 
warning to Israel to the effect that Saudi Arabia 
would forcefully resist any Israeli attempt to use 
its airspace to attack Iran.161 

Signaling Potential Dissociation from Israel 

In reference to a unilateral Israeli strike, Dempsey 
alluded to the possibility of U.S. military dissociation 
from Israel, saying at a press conference: “I don’t 
want to be complicit if they choose to do it.”162 Days 
later, Yediot Aharonot reported that the United 
States had informed Iran that it would not back an 
Israeli attack on its nuclear facilities — as long as 
Iran steered clear of U.S. interests in the Persian 
Gulf.163

Stalling for Time 

For several months, Washington kept a steady 
flow of senior American officials traveling to 
Israel in part of what U.S. officials depicted as a 
deliberate strategy to forestall such an attack. 
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According to Shapiro, the former U.S. ambassador, 
“We used all the dissuasion tactics and tools of 
dissuasion we could think of,” including high-level 
visits. “You buy yourself three weeks at a time. The 
week or two before the visit, the week or two after 
the visit. That tempo was all relevant to us. There 
were other factors, but it was definitely part of our 
strategy.”164 Samore noted in this regard that the 
administration was “certainly watching Israel very 
closely. That’s part of the reason why people went 
every two weeks. Because they figured that Israel 
couldn’t launch an attack when the vice president 
was on his way, or Tom Donilon was on his way, or 
Gen. Dempsey was on his way.” Samore described 
this as “a very conscious, deliberate strategy to 
stop the Israelis from attacking.”165

Amplification of Domestic Opposition in Israel 
to a Strike 

The United States also worked to influence 
Israeli public opinion by exposing the fact that 
Israel’s own security chiefs opposed a unilateral 
strike. In July 2012, the banner headline of Yediot 
Aharonot cited “sources in the United States” as 
saying that Israel’s military and security chiefs 
were unanimous in their opposition to an Israeli 
strike on Iran.166 The Obama administration also 
leveraged its influence with Israel’s president 
and elder statesman, Shimon Peres. In June 2012, 
Obama honored Peres at the White House with 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom.167 The next 
month, Peres began to express scathing opposition 
to a unilateral attack and to underline his trust 
in Obama’s determination to prevent Iran from 
ever obtaining a nuclear bomb.168 In mid-August, 
Peres said that “after having talks with” Obama 
he was “convinced” that Israel could trust the U.S. 
president on the issue of Iran. “Now, it’s clear to 
us that we can’t do it alone. … It’s clear to us we 
have to proceed together with America. There are 

164  Author interview with Daniel B. Shapiro, Tel Aviv, Jan. 10, 2018.

165  Author interview with Gary Samore, Cambridge, Mass., March 21, 2016.

166  Shimon Shiffer, “Not to Attack in Iran,” Yediot Aharonot, July 31, 2012.

167  “Remarks by President Obama and President Peres of Israel at Presentation of the Medal of Freedom,” White House Office of the Press 
Secretary, June 13, 2012, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/06/13/remarks-president-obama-and-president-peres-
israel-presentation-medal-fr.

168  Ronen Bergman, “Shimon Peres on Obama, Iran and the Path to Peace,” New York Times, Jan. 9, 2013, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/13/
magazine/shimon-peres-on-obama-iran-and-the-path-to-peace.html.

169  Jeffrey Heller, “Israel’s Peres Against Any Solo Iran Attack, Trusts Obama,” Reuters, Aug. 16, 2012, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-
iran/israels-peres-against-any-solo-iran-attack-trusts-obama-idUSBRE87F0M620120816.

170  Attila Somfalvi, “The Crisis With the U.S.: Barak Holds Secret Meeting With Rahm Emmanuel,” Ynet, Sept. 20, 2012; and Attila Somfalvi, 
“Netanyahu Summons Barak to Reprimand: Demands Clarifications,” Ynet, Oct. 6, 2012.

171  “PM Netanyahu’s Speech to the United Nations General Assembly in New York,” Prime Minister’s Office, Sept. 27, 2012, http://www.mfa.gov.il/
MFA_Graphics/MFA Gallery/2012/9/TRANSCRIPT_UN270912.pdf.

questions about coordination and timing, but as 
serious as the danger is, this time at least we are 
not alone.”169

Israel’s War Scare Ends: 
Assessing its Strategic Impact

These measures were designed to restrain Israel 
while also maintaining flexibility for Obama. To the 
degree that an Israeli attack was genuinely being 
planned, U.S. pressure ultimately prevailed without 
the United States having to resort to far-reaching 
threats or taking action. Although it is difficult to 
identify a specific time when Israel’s military option 
came off the table, one can point to September 2012 
as a turning point in terms of Israel’s credibility 
with the United States, which practically collapsed 
in the wake of a reassuring message that Barak 
privately conveyed to Obama. According to several 

accounts, Barak met with Obama’s confidant Rahm 
Emanuel and told him, without having updated 
Netanyahu, that he no longer favored a strike.170 
Then, on Sept. 27, 2012, Netanyahu delivered a 
speech before the U.N. General Assembly in which 
he publicly drew a red line to Iran but also pushed 
the critical stage of Iran’s nuclear program to “next 
spring” and possibly even “next summer.”171 It was 
with these last words, widely interpreted as a “nod 

to Obama,” that Netanyahu removed the possibility 
of an imminent Israeli military strike on Iran.172 By 
“next summer” the United States and Iran were 
already deeply engaged in diplomatic talks and, for 
all intents and purposes, the military option was 
off the table. 

Acceleration of Crippling Economic Sanctions 
on Iran

On the core issue of preventing an Israeli 
strike, especially in the critical run-up to the U.S. 
elections, the United States clearly got its way. The 
United States neither greenlighted an Israeli strike 
nor unleashed an attack of its own. Nor did Obama 
severely limit his latitude by making a binding 
commitment to use military force against Iran. 
If entrapment was ever a genuine possibility, the 
United States clearly evaded being chain-ganged 
into a military confrontation. In some respects, 
however, Washington’s counter-campaign appears 
not to have been entirely successful. To forestall 
an Israeli attack, Obama was compelled to pursue 
measures he otherwise probably would not have — 
and at a faster pace than he otherwise would have 
chosen. This means Israel succeeded in influencing 
U.S. policy.

Most notably, perhaps, the United States led an 
unprecedented international effort to cast Iran into 
economic isolation — an Israeli demand that the 
Obama administration initially was reluctant to 
pursue and had tried to keep in reserve.173 Wary 
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of measures that could destabilize global markets, 
the executive branch, in the words of senior 
Treasury official Zarate, sought to strike a balance 
between increasing economic pressure and “not 
spooking the oil markets and spiking prices,”174 a 
sentiment expressed in real time.175 To force the 
Obama administration to escalate sanctions on 
Iran, Israel engaged in heavy lobbying on Capitol 
Hill. Sanctions against Iran’s oil sector and Central 
Bank were passed as part of the National Defense 
Authorization Act in December 2011. So strong 
was its support of Israel that the entire Senate 
unanimously voted in favor of sanctions.176 Against 
this backdrop, Obama imposed unprecedented 
sanctions on Iran’s Central Bank and an embargo 
on Iran’s oil exports.177 Sanger of the New York 
Times noted that, although “few in Washington are 
persuaded” that the sanctions would force Iran’s 
supreme leader to fold, “most go along with the 
assumption because the more forceful alternatives 
are too unpleasant to contemplate.”178 The 
European Union soon imposed its own economic 
sanctions on Iran, including an oil embargo.179 
These sanctions would result in a 60 percent drop 
in Iranian crude oil exports from their pre-2011 
rate.180 And, in March 2012, in an unprecedented 
move enabled by the U.S. and E.U. sanctions, 
Iranian banks were disconnected from the SWIFT 
international financial system.181 Netanyahu would 
later attribute Iran’s economic isolation to Israel’s 
“projection of genuine resolve.”182 It is hard to 
definitively say whether Israel can claim the credit 
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for this outcome. However, the initial impetus 
for the toughest of U.S. sanctions came from a 
Congress strongly aligned with Israel. Consider the 
words of Sen. Robert Menendez, one of the driving 
forces behind the legislation. In December 2011, he 
said, “The clock is ticking. Published reports say 
we have about a year. Whenever you’re going to 
start our sanctions regime robustly, six months 
before the clock has been achieved? Before they get 
a nuclear weapon?”183

Was rigorous implementation of the economic 
sanctions hastened as a result of Israel’s pressure 
and the perceived threat of a unilateral Israeli 
attack? Lending credence to this argument, Dennis 
Ross, who served as a senior director at the 
National Security Council and as special assistant 
to Obama, has written,

Israel was very much a factor in this 
approach. To forestall Israeli military action 
against what Israel perceived as an existential 
threat, the president understood we needed 
to show we could apply meaningful pressure 
on the Iranians that would alter their nuclear 
program.184 

For his part, Deputy Secretary of State Burns 
said that, although Obama would have eventually 
imposed sanctions regardless of Israel’s actions, 
Israel’s campaign “accelerated” the process. 
“Maybe [otherwise] it would have taken another 
year or so.” According to Burns, Obama “moved at 
a faster pace because of the concern of a potential 
Israeli military strike and the very real political 
pressure that existed in Washington in part 
because of the depth of the Israeli government’s 
concern.”185  Making a similar argument, Shapiro 
said the United States “was motivated to go the 
extra mile in part to show the Israelis that they 
didn’t need to do something on their own, that we 
were serious. … It’s fair to say that Israel probably 
did push us to go farther, faster on sanctions.”186 
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Pointing to another important effect that 
Israel’s threat had on U.S. policy, senior Obama 
administration officials said the United States, 
while genuinely pressured by Israel’s signals, 
harnessed the perception of a credible Israeli 
strike in the service of persuading other actors 
to implement the debilitating sanctions on Iran. 
This included China, which had long opposed such 
measures.187 Burns added, 

We used it [the threat of an Israeli attack] 
with the Russians, we used it with the 
Chinese, with the Europeans, we used it 
with the Indians and those we were trying 
to persuade to curb oil purchases from 
Iran. It was a useful tool … to maximize the 
economic pressure on the Iranians and to get 
other countries — mostly quite grudgingly 
— to go along with this, because it wasn’t in 
their economic interest in the short term in 
any way.188 

According to Shapiro, the perceived Israeli threat 

was also in some way a useful tool for us 
in our discussion with other countries. ‘Hey, 
you know, the last thing you want is these 
crazy Israelis to go and do something, so 
let’s show them that there’s a better way. 
Let’s make these sanctions stick.’ I think it 
definitely affected the Chinese. ... There’s 
no question the Chinese would sit up in 
their chairs and listen intently if you would 
present this possibility of a serious Israeli 
strike.189 

In sum, according to Samore, “It sure helped to 
have the Israeli threat out there.”190 This could be 
described as an amplification effect that may result 
from a relatively weak ally’s ability to establish a 
credible threat in the eyes of a much more powerful 
actor and influence its behavior.

Obama Toughens Rhetoric, but Stops Short of 
Red Line for Iran

Israel’s campaign succeeded, albeit to a lesser 
degree than it had hoped, in wresting a public 
commitment to resort to military force against Iran 
from the U.S. president. Most notably, in March 
2012, Obama told Jeffrey Goldberg of the Atlantic 
that both Iran and Israel should take seriously 
the possibility of U.S. action against Iran’s nuclear 
facilities, stressing that “as president of the United 
States, I don’t bluff.” Obama added, “When the 
United States says it is unacceptable for Iran to 
have a nuclear weapon, we mean what we say.”191 
Addressing AIPAC two days later, Obama said, 
“I have said that when it comes to preventing 
Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon, I will take 
no options off the table, and I mean what I say.” 
That, he said, “includes all elements of American 
power,” including “a military effort to be prepared 

191  Jeffrey Goldberg, “Obama to Iran and Israel: ‘As President of the United States, I Don’t Bluff,’” Atlantic, March 2, 2012, https://www.theatlantic.
com/international/archive/2012/03/obama-to-iran-and-israel-as-president-of-the-united-states-i-dont-bluff/253875/.

192  “Remarks by the President at AIPAC Policy Conference,” White House Office of the Press Secretary, March 4, 2012, https://obamawhitehouse.
archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/03/04/remarks-president-aipac-policy-conference-0.

193  Ross, Doomed to Succeed, 369.

194  Panetta, Worthy Fights, 405–7.

195  Goldberg, “Obama Doctrine.”

for any contingency.”192 This was the first time the 
United States publicly drew a distinction between 
prevention and containment of a nuclear Iran.193 
These two statements, directed more to Israel 
than to Iran, would remain Obama’s most explicit 
reference to the military option. Both statements 
were later described by Panetta as “carefully 
crafted” gestures to the Israelis, designed to 
“reinforce their confidence that we would not 
abandon them.”194

While Barak was convinced that the United States 
possessed a credible and realistic military option 
to destroy Iran’s nuclear program, he remained 
unconvinced by Obama’s political reassurances. 
For instance, after Obama said that “as president of 
the United States, I don’t bluff,” the Israeli defense 
minister privately wondered whether Obama’s 
statement was itself a bluff.195 As Barak himself told 
this author, he remained “highly skeptical” about 
the U.S. commitment to ever pursue the military 

32 33



The Scholar Restraining an Ally: Israel, the United States, and Iran’s Nuclear Program, 2011–2012

option against Iran.196 Barak later explained, 
“Though the president intermittently declared 
that ‘all options’ remained on the table, I knew 
from senior administration members that it was 
extremely unlikely to happen.”197 

In September 2012, the clash between Israel’s 
desire for a clear U.S. commitment and Obama’s 
determination to secure his latitude entered a new 
stage, with Netanyahu openly urging the president 
to publicly draw a “red line” for Iran that, if 
violated, would be met with “consequences.” 
The administration rejected the demand on 
the grounds that “we need some ability for the 
president to have decision-making room,”198 which 
was precisely what Netanyahu wanted Obama to 
have less of. The exchange took a fiercer turn when 
Panetta implicitly accused Israel of attempting to 
coerce the United States. “Red lines,” he asserted, 
“are used to try to put people in a corner.”199 To 
this, Netanyahu responded, “I know that people 
value flexibility. … but I think that at this late stage 
of the game, Iran needs to see clarity.”200 Israel’s 
efforts were designed to limit Obama’s freedom of 
action and pin him down to an explicit use-of-force 
commitment.

Given this, Obama administration officials viewed 
Israel’s campaign as intended to motivate, if not 
push, the United States itself to launch an attack. 
According to Burns, “There was certainly concern 
in Washington that the object of this Israeli effort 
was not so much to get a green light to launch a 
unilateral Israeli strike as it was to box Obama into 
launching a U.S. military strike, with the kind of 
second-best option being an even more intense 
effort to build sanctions.”201

Israel’s pressure campaign had yet another 
important effect on the United States, which is 

196  Author interview with Ehud Barak, Cambridge, Mass., Sept. 8, 2016. See also Barak, My Country, My Life, 432–33.

197  Barak, My Country, My Life, 429.

198  Mark Landler and Helene Cooper, “Obama Rebuffs Netanyahu on Setting Limits on Iran’s Nuclear Program,” New York Times, Sept. 13, 2012, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/14/world/middleeast/obama-rebuffs-netanyahu-on-nuclear-red-line-for-iran.html.

199  Lois Farrow Parshley, “A Whole New Era,” Foreign Policy, Sept. 17, 2012, https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/09/17/a-whole-new-era/.

200  “Netanyahu Urges U.S. to Set ‘Red Line’ for Iran,” CNN Security Clearance Blog, Sept. 16, 2012, http://security.blogs.cnn.com/2012/09/16/
netanyahu-urges-u-s-to-set-red-line-for-iran/.

201  Telephone interview with William Burns, June 15, 2017. This may have been the case. In August 2012, Haaretz published an extensive interview 
with a “senior decision-maker” whom it indirectly identified as Barak. Linking the probability of a U.S. attack to a perceived, credible Israeli military 
option, the senior decision-maker — that is, Barak — added, “If Israel gives up and it becomes clear that it can no longer act, the likelihood of an 
American operation will decrease.” See Ari Shavit, “The Decision-Maker Is Warning: U.S. Cannot Be Trusted to Attack Iran on Time,” Haaretz, Aug. 10, 
2012. 

202  Adam Entous and Julian E. Barnes, “Pentagon Seeks Mightier Bomb vs. Iran,” Wall Street Journal, Jan. 28, 2012, https://www.wsj.com/articles/
SB10001424052970203363504577187420287098692.

203  Shimon Shiffer, “The Plan of Attack,” Yediot Aharonot, Aug. 3, 2012.

204  Author telephone interview with Leon Panetta, Aug. 12, 2016.

that Washington, in an attempt to reassure Israel, 
accelerated its efforts to enhance the credibility of 
its own military option. In January 2012, U.S. officials 
said the Pentagon was ramping up its efforts 
to improve the Massive Ordnance Penetrator, a 
weapon specifically designed to penetrate Iranian 
and North Korean fortifications.202 In August, 
an Israeli daily newspaper disclosed in its lead 
story details of the U.S. military plan for an attack 
on Iran, as discussed in Panetta’s visit to Israel 
just days before. The report maintained that the 
United States would potentially launch its attack 
“in a year and a half.”203 Shedding further light on 
Washington’s reassurance efforts, Panetta later 
remarked, 

We in the United States were developing 
a weapon that could in fact be able to 
penetrate and do serious damage to their 
[Iran’s] capability, and it was in the effort 
to kind of show him [Barak] what we had 
developed and its capability that, I think, 
he recognized that we indeed did have a 
weapon that could, in fact, do some real 
damage to their enrichment capability.204 

Lending credence to Panetta’s account, Barak 
recalled that, during the first two years in which 
Israel prepared its military option, the United 
States “was no more ready” than Israel. The 
existing U.S. military plan, Barak wrote, was “so 
obviously prone to lead to a wider conflict, that 
it would never have received the go-ahead from 
President Obama, or probably any president.” By 
2012, however, “that had changed. … [A]n intensive 
research-and-development effort and enormously 
improved planning and testing had yielded results. 
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The Americans now had high-precision heavy 
munitions we couldn’t dream of.”205

Conclusion

In late 2011, Israel deliberately led the United 
States to infer that a unilateral Israeli attack 
on Iran’s nuclear program could be imminent 

— a scenario that deeply alarmed the Obama 
administration. The stakes involved one of the 
core issues animating asymmetric-alliance politics: 
the possibility that a junior ally — Israel — might 
present its senior strategic ally — the United States 
— with a fait accompli and entrap it in a military 
confrontation. With two military commitments 
already underway and a presidential election on 
the horizon, the United States strongly opposed 
an Israeli attack, which it deemed unnecessary, 
and had little interest in a confrontation with Iran. 
More importantly, Iran did not pose the same 
threat to the militarily superior United States as it 
did to Israel. It was for these reasons that a fierce 
intra-alliance bargaining episode occurred. 

As noted in the outset of this article, asymmetric 
alliances represent a trade-off: The weaker ally 
trades its autonomy for security. In essence, Israel 
attempted to retain its autonomy in a way that 
the United States deemed extremely detrimental 
to its own interests. Ultimately, neither Israel nor 
the United States attacked Iran. This implies that, 
at the most overarching level, the stronger ally 
prevailed. How can this outcome be understood? 
And what are its implications for international and 
alliance politics? 

Any attempt to discuss these questions must 
begin with the fact that, in the year under discussion, 
Israel purposefully created the perception of a 
potentially imminent military attack. This granted 
Israel more leverage than it otherwise would 

205  Barak, My Country, My Life, 433.

have wielded over the United States. Israel then 
harnessed this leverage in a calculated effort to 
force its senior ally to more closely align with Israeli 
constraints and interests. This meant influencing 
Washington into adopting measures it otherwise 
would not have — steps that nudged the United 
States closer to a confrontation with Iran. These 
measures included the economic isolation of Iran, 
a credible presidential commitment to prevent 

Iran’s nuclearization, and 
the development of a more 
effective and “realistic” U.S. 

military option. 
Israel employed this strategy 

as a form of extended coercion 
— that is, in an attempt to 

manipulate Iran’s strategic calculus 
via a powerful third party with 

considerable leverage over Tehran. Put 
differently, although the direct target 

of Israel’s campaign was its primary ally, 
its ultimate target was Iran, which Israel 

sought to prevent from further developing 
its nuclear program. At a minimum, Israel strived 
to keep Iran’s nuclear capabilities sufficiently 
vulnerable to its own military option, meaning that 
Israel would not have to rely on the United States 
for the removal of a potentially existential threat 
and that it would retain its autonomy despite its 
alliance with the United States. It may also be the 
case that Israel sought to influence the United 
States into tacit compliance with an Israeli attack 
or even to persuade it to unleash its own military 
option against Iran. It is also possible that Israel 
never genuinely intended to execute a unilateral 
attack against Iran.

Israel pursued its goal in an effort that, at times, 
met the definition of coercion. Having instilled a 
sense of urgency in its major ally, Israel implicitly 
threatened the United States with a fait accompli, 
doing little to allay obvious U.S. fears of entrapment. 
And still, at the most overarching level, the fact that 
Israel’s perceived threat never materialized implies 
that the senior ally in this relationship got its way and 
that superior U.S. bargaining power overwhelmed 
Israeli decision-making. The United States proved 
capable of avoiding entrapment, of resisting its 
ally’s demand for an explicit commitment to attack 
Iran, and of restraining its ally. This outcome 
is perhaps not surprising given that the United 
States was, by far, the more powerful actor in the 
relationship. This structural reality becomes all the 
more pronounced given that, whereas Israel had 
reached the pinnacle of its bargaining power and 

exerted extraordinary pressure on its senior ally, 
Obama appeared to be in a particularly vulnerable 
situation. Especially because it was an election 
year, Obama sought to avoid a brutal clash with a 
close ally wielding considerable political influence. 
The balance of interests seemed to favor Israel, 
whose prime minister had consistently depicted 
Iran as an existential threat. Furthermore, the 
United States did not come close to exploiting 
the full range of dissuasion tactics at its disposal. 
Although Israel implicitly threatened its senior ally 
with entrapment, Washington neither reciprocated 
with a threat of abandonment nor threatened 
Israel with a “reassessment” of relations — steps 
that the administration may have dismissed as 
politically prohibitive. Ultimately, the United 
States prevailed in this atypically intense episode. 
The broader implications for coercive bargaining 
in an asymmetric relationship are that, even at 
the height of its bargaining power, a weaker ally 
will find it extremely difficult to entrap a superior 
ally or otherwise cause it to move in a direction 
it deems incompatible with its national security 
interests.

This basic reality does not preclude the weaker 
ally from wielding surprising leverage or from 
exploiting its ally’s fear of entrapment for coercive 
purposes — something Israel appears to have 
done in this case. Indeed, to reassure Israel and 
forestall an attack, the Obama administration took 
measures it otherwise probably would not have, 
namely meeting Israel’s demand for unprecedented 
economic sanctions on Iran and tougher rhetoric 
from the U.S. president. In the final analysis, 
however, the United States proved capable of 
restraining its particularly influential ally. This 
conclusion squares with the findings of scholars 
such as Jeremy Pressman, Michael Beckley, and 
Tongfi Kim, cited in the outset of this article. One 
can, perhaps, draw even wider conclusions about 
patterns of power and influence in international 
politics. Scholars have suggested the current era 
is characterized by accelerated “power diffusion,” 
which ultimately favors the weak.206 The outcome 
of this case study suggests that, even when the 
weak punch above their weight, the basic balance 
of power persists. In other words, the weak may be 
getting stronger, but the strong still get their way.

This case study also lends itself to a more 

206  See Fareed Zakaria, The Post-American World (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008); Joseph S. Nye Jr., The Future of Power (New York: PublicAffairs, 
2011); Moises Naím, The End of Power: From Boardrooms to Battlefields and Churches to States, Why Being in Charge Isn’t What It Used to Be 
(New York: Basic Books, 2013).

207  Isabel Kershner, “Iran Deal Denounced by Netanyahu as ‘Historic Mistake,’” New York Times, July 14, 2015, https://www.nytimes.
com/2015/07/15/world/middleeast/iran-nuclear-deal-israel.html.

208  “Uvda with Ilana Dayan,” Channel 2, May 6, 2016.

nuanced appreciation of the second-order effects 
that occur when an actor introduces a credible 
threat to use military force. For instance, while 
genuinely worried by Israel’s perceived threat, 
the United States, according to several Obama 
administration officials, harnessed Israel’s threat 
to persuade major actors like China to join the 
sanctions effort as an alternative to what appeared 
to be a credible scenario — a unilateral Israeli 
strike. This speaks to the way weak actors might be 
capable of amplifying their influence by impacting 
third parties — in this case the United States — and 
motivating them to use their leverage with other 
actors. By establishing the perception of a credible 
threat, Israel, in a sense, provided the United States 
not only with motivation but also with leverage it 
previously lacked, which the United States then 
used vis-à-vis other countries, like China.

Attempting to achieve desirable outcomes in 
foreign affairs can, of course, have unintended 
consequences. While Israel’s pressure campaign 
produced several achievements — namely the 
economic isolation of Iran — it also helped to 
create the conditions for direct talks between its 
strategic ally and its archenemy. If Israel had hoped 
to influence Washington toward a more belligerent 
posture regarding Tehran, the opposite occurred, 
as the diplomatic channel culminated in a nuclear 
deal that Netanyahu denounced as a “historic 
mistake.”207 Former Mossad director Meir Dagan 
claimed to be speaking from personal knowledge 
when he asserted that by “signaling to the entire 
world” that Israel was preparing to attack Iran, 
Netanyahu motivated the United States to “search 
for an alternative in the form of an agreement.”208 
Echoing Dagan’s assertion is this point from 
Burns, who, along with Jake Sullivan, Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton’s top policy adviser (and 
later national security adviser for Vice President 
Joe Biden), initiated the secret talks between the 
United States and Iran in the wake of Israel’s 
pressure campaign: 

The increased decibel level of the potential 
Israeli preparations for a strike accelerated 
the interest of the administration in pushing 
this diplomatic track simply because it 
certainly seemed as if we were getting closer 
and closer to the point of a real military 
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conflict and that added a sense of urgency 
to this.209 

And as Panetta noted, 

There is no question that there’s nothing 
like a military attack to get your attention. 
So, I’m sure that it heightened activity 
both in terms of what we were trying to do 
militarily as well as what the administration 
was looking at diplomatically. … There was 
this effort to push on these other buttons to 
see if there might be a diplomatic solution to 
that threat.210

This article sheds important light on a key 
topic for the theory and practice of international 
relations, namely the question of credibility. In 
their statements, Barak and Netanyahu stopped 
short of explicit threats to attack Iran. When he 
was asked, at the height of Israel’s campaign, 
whether Jerusalem intended to attack Iran, Barak 
responded, “I think it should remain behind closed 
doors as part of a vague understanding that there is 
a big stick in the background.”211 And, as he tellingly 
pointed out toward the end of the campaign, “The 
prime minister and myself have never come out 
and announced what it is we are interested in.”212 
Nonetheless, their various statements — and 
Israel’s calibrated signals and military moves — 
created a context that appeared less like a “vague 
understanding” and more like an alarmingly 
credible military threat. This was made possible 
by two elements, the first of which corresponds 
with Thomas Schelling’s assertion that, to appear 
credible, actors must “make it true.” Barak himself 
would retrospectively attribute the belief that 
Israel was serious to “the fact that it was all real, 
which doesn’t necessarily mean that we would have 
done it.”213 The second, and less explored, element 
pertains to secrecy. If Israel’s campaign contained 
an element of deception, the strict secrecy and 
message discipline made it impossible to prove. 
Nowhere was this more evident than in the words 
of Pardo, the Mossad director, who noted that if 
Israel’s pressure campaign was a bluff, at most 
two people knew it. Asked about the painstaking 
efforts exerted by the United States to unveil 

209  Author telephone interview with William Burns, June 15, 2017.

210  Author telephone interview with Leon Panetta, Aug. 12, 2016.

211  “Amanpour,” With Christiane Amanpour, CNN, April 19, 2012. 

212  “Hakol Diburim,” With Ayala Hasson, Voice of Israel, Aug. 9, 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T4RAuOR8IhU. 

213  Author telephone interview with Ehud Barak, April 26, 2016.

214  Author interview with Ehud Barak, New York, May 31, 2016.

Israel’s genuine intentions, Barak confided, “It is 
not as if there was some secret chamber that if only 
you could penetrate you would discover everything 
was a bluff. And if nobody can tell you it is a bluff, 
you have to assume it is real.”214 While the potential 
costs and implications of a unilateral Israeli attack 
on Iran seemed too immense to be credible, Israel’s 
preparations for such a strike seemed too real and 
costly to be dismissed as mere deception. The 
combination of Israel’s genuine military moves and 
strict message discipline made the incredible look 
credible, and the unbelievable, believable.

As things stand, and in sharp contrast to 
the period discussed in this article, Israel and 
the administration of President Donald Trump 
appear to be tightly coordinated with respect 
to the Iranian nuclear issue. It is inescapable, 
however, that the challenge Iran poses to Israel is 
considerably graver than any threat it may pose to 
the militarily powerful and geographically distant 
United States. With the United States no longer 
part of the Iran nuclear deal, and in the absence 
of a new agreement, this challenge may present 
itself sooner than expected. Further down the line, 
this divergence of interests between Israel and the 
United States might yet again produce a political 
clash similar to the one explored in this article. 
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Post-Cold War 
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Against the backdrop of an enormous power differential 
between their two countries, Clinton and Yeltsin established 
a close personal rapport. They used those positive feelings 
to interact effectively even when they were being frank in 
their disagreements, the most serious of which were over 
NATO enlargement — a major sore spot for Yeltsin — 
and the Kosovo War, the greatest test of the two leaders’  
personal relationship. 

1  The documents are in two files labeled “Declassified Documents Concerning Russian President Boris Yeltsin.” The first covers the period from 
Jan. 23, 1993, to April 21, 1996, and can be found at https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568. The second covers the period from 
April 21, 1996, to Dec. 31, 1999, and can be found at https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569. The letters they sent one another 
have not been declassified.

2  James M. Goldgeier and Michael McFaul, Power and Purpose: U.S. Policy Toward Russia After the Cold War (Washington, DC: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2003).

Editor’s Note: In light of the public interest in U.S.-
Russian relations, especially in the aftermath of 
President Donald Trump’s meeting with President 
Vladimir Putin in Helskinki this summer, the Texas 
National Security Review will be publishing a series 
of essays in our “Strategist” section on past U.S. 
presidents and their engagements with Soviet and 
Russian leaders. 

As many were decrying the lack of 
any formal record of the one-on-one 
meeting between President Donald 
Trump and Russian President Vladimir 

Putin in Helsinki, the Clinton Presidential Library 
in July posted online nearly all of the declassified 
memoranda of conversation (“memcons”) from the 
in-person meetings and telephone conversations 
(“telcons”) between President Bill Clinton and 
Russian President Boris Yeltsin from Jan. 23, 1993, 
to Dec. 31, 1999, when Yeltsin abruptly resigned 
from office and made way for Putin. With 18 
memcons and 56 telcons available through the 
library’s website, it is possible to view directly the 
key discussions between these two leaders over 
time, from the early days when Clinton publicly 
backed Yeltsin in his bloody political standoff with 
the Russian parliament to their later disagreements 
over NATO enlargement and Kosovo, along with 
numerous conversations about arms control, 
Chechnya, Iran, and other global issues.1

As someone who worked in the Clinton 
administration and has written about U.S.-Russian 
relations in this period,2 I found that the documents 

allow a much deeper and broader understanding 
of three core features of the Clinton-Yeltsin 
interactions. First, the two leaders established 
a close personal rapport and used those positive 
feelings to interact effectively even when they 
were being frank in their disagreements, the most 
serious of which were over NATO enlargement 
and the Kosovo War. Throughout, from the 1993 
political turmoil in Russia through the 1998 Russian 
financial crisis and beyond, Clinton offered Yeltsin 
his full personal support. 

Second, the two men used their meetings 
and phone calls to build trust in one another by 
explicitly referring to delivering on promises 
made in their prior conversations. This proved 
particularly important in their discussions of NATO 
enlargement. Clinton was trying to thread a needle: 
He sought to keep the issue from harming Yeltsin’s 
reelection bid in the summer of 1996 while ensuring 
that the United States responded to Central and 
Eastern European desires to join the Western 
alliance. Because Clinton believed the issue would 
affect his own reelection bid, he wanted to make 
clear to voters of Central and Eastern European 
descent in the Midwest before November 1996 that 
he was moving forward with enlargement. From 
1994 to 1996, Clinton reminded Yeltsin often of his 
assurances about the timing.

Third, and perhaps most important when their 
interactions are compared with those of other 
U.S. and Soviet (and later Russian) heads of state 
during the Cold War and after, an enormous power 
differential existed between the two countries 

James Goldgeier
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in this period and was the backdrop to their 
conversations. Yeltsin’s Russia was extremely 
weak, a country in economic free-fall and strategic 
decline. Clinton’s America was enjoying its unipolar 
moment.3 In no other era before or since has the 
Russian president been in such a weak position 
when meeting with his American counterpart, 
and the declassified memcons and telcons from 
this period show how that imbalance of power 
permeates the discussions. The meetings largely 
consist of Yeltsin agreeing to Clinton’s requests 
after some back and forth. But also clear is Yeltsin’s 
desire for Russia to be seen as an equal to the 
United States, something that was important for 
his predecessors and successors alike and a factor 
in U.S.-Russian relations often underappreciated 
by many in the West.

Clinton’s Support for Yeltsin and 
the Building of a Personal Rapport

In his first term, Boris Yeltsin needed Bill 
Clinton’s support as he battled domestic Russian 
opposition to his policies. It was not just financial 
support for Russia that was critical, although that 
assistance was important, including when Clinton 
publicly endorsed what became a $10.2 billion loan 
from the International Monetary Fund announced 
in the midst of the 1996 Russian presidential 
campaign.4 Clinton also offered Yeltsin complete 
public support when the latter used military force 
in a standoff with the Russian parliament in the 
fall of 1993. Clinton did so because he believed he 
needed Yeltsin — a Russian president committed 
to good relations with the West who could thereby 
enable the American president to shrink the U.S. 
defense budget to pay for cherished domestic 
programs. 

One of the first big moments in their relationship 
came in April 1993, when Yeltsin held a referendum 
that asked voters whether they trusted him, 
approved of his socioeconomic policies, and 

3  Charles Krauthammer, “The Unipolar Moment,” Foreign Affairs 70, no. 1 (1990/1991), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/1991-02-01/
unipolar-moment. 

4  Paul Quinn-Judge, “Clinton Gives Yeltsin a Vote of Confidence; Declares Support for $9 Billion Loan,” Boston Globe, Jan. 31, 1996. The agreed-
upon loan amount ended up being $10.2 billion. See Michael Gordon, “Russia and I.M.F. Agree on a Loan for $10.2 Billion,” New York Times, Feb. 23, 
1996, https://www.nytimes.com/1996/02/23/world/russia-and-imf-agree-on-a-loan-for-10.2-billion.html. See also the Clinton-Yeltsin discussion of 
the loan in Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “The President’s Discussion with President Yeltsin on the Russian Election, Bilateral Relations, 
START II Ratification and NATO,” Feb. 21, 1996, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 357.

5  Goldgeier and McFaul, Power and Purpose, 125; Strobe Talbott, The Russia Hand: A Memoir of Presidential Diplomacy (New York: Random 
House, 2002), 70.

6  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telcon with President Yeltsin of Russia,” April 26, 1993, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/
show/57568, 51–52.

7  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telcon with President Boris Yeltsin of the Russian Federation,” Sept. 7, 1993, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 95; Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telcon with President Boris Yeltsin of Russian 
Federation,” Sept. 21, 1993, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 107.

believed new presidential and parliamentary 
elections should be conducted ahead of schedule. 
Russia experts in the U.S. government thought that 
Yeltsin would lose overwhelmingly, and Clinton’s 
top Russia adviser, Strobe Talbott, wrote later that 
the president “followed the referendum as though 
it were an American election.” Remarkably, given 
the state of the Russian economy, 58.7 percent of 
voters affirmed their trust in Yeltsin and 53 percent 
approved of his socioeconomic policies. Clinton 
happily threw his support behind the Russian 
president.5 In a call the next day, Clinton told 
Yeltsin, “I’m about to issue a statement in support 
of your policies. I want you to know that we’re in 
this with you for the long haul.” Yeltsin closed the 
call by saying, “I hug you from the bottom of my 
heart.”6

By September, however, parliamentary opposition 
to Yeltsin grew stronger. Clinton called Yeltsin 
early that month to convey his continued support 
amid the standoff in Moscow. In a follow-up call on 
Sept. 21, Yeltsin told him, “Bill, the Supreme Soviet 
[the Russian parliament] has totally gone out of 
control. It no longer supports the reform process. 
They have become communist. We can no longer 
put up with that.” He added, “I think there will be 
no bloodshed,”7 which turned out to be mistaken.

The battle between Yeltsin and the opposition 
legislators came to a head on Oct. 3, when Yeltsin 
ordered his military to shell the parliament 
building. A bloody clash between the executive 
and legislative branches was not exactly a sign 
of a healthy democracy, but Clinton phoned two 
days later to tell Yeltsin, “I wanted to call you and 
express my support.” Yeltsin responded, “Now that 
these events are over, we have no more obstacles 
to Russia’s democratic elections and our transition 
to democracy and market economy.” Yeltsin even 
mused that he might hold elections for president 
at the same time as parliamentary elections in 
December and told Clinton that he “might end 
up in the Guinness Book of World Records for 
standing for election three times in three years.” 

(He did not carry out this plan.) Yeltsin closed by 
telling Clinton once again, “I embrace you with all 
my heart.”8 

Clinton continued to emphasize his personal 
support for Yeltsin over the course of their terms in 
office. In late 1994, Russia invaded the breakaway 
province of Chechnya. Clinton expressed concern 
about the impact of this war on Yeltsin’s image. 

Referring to an upcoming speech by the Russian 
president to parliament, Clinton told him, referring 
to Yeltsin’s pivotal role during the August 1991 coup 
against Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, “It is also 
an opportunity to remind the world of why you 
are the best hope for continued reform in Russia. I 
want everyone to see you as the person who stood 
on the tank and stood up for freedom.”9 

In the run-up to the first round of the Russian 
presidential election in June 1996, Yeltsin was 
growing desperate for financial assistance. He told 
the U.S. president, “Bill, for my election campaign, 
I urgently need for Russia a loan of $2.5 billion.” 
Yeltsin explained that he was not seeing results 
yet from the rescheduling of Russia’s debt by the 
group of major creditor countries known as the 
Paris Club, and the bulk of the recently announced 
IMF loan would not arrive until later in the year. 
“But the problem,” said Yeltsin, “is I need money to 
pay pensions and wages.” Clinton assured him, “I’ll 
check on this with the IMF and some of our friends 
and see what can be done.”10 

8  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telcon with President Boris Yeltsin of Russian Federation,” Oct. 5, 1993, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 119–21.

9  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin: Chechnya, START II,” Feb. 13, 1995, https://
clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 269.

10  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin on CTBT, Chechnya, Economics, CFE and 
Russian Election,” May 7, 1996, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 26–27.

11  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin,” Oct. 30, 1997, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 183; Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Boris 
Yeltsin, Feb. 23, 1998, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 253.

12  Memorandum of Conversation, “President Boris Yeltsin of Russia,” Birmingham, England, May 17, 1998, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/
items/show/57569, 316.

13  John Norris, Collision Course: NATO, Russia, and Kosovo (New York: Praeger, 2005).

No matter what challenges they faced, 
domestically or in their relationship, they 
maintained a strong personal bond. In a telephone 
exchange in late October 1997, months after the 
two had met in Denver in June, Yeltsin told Clinton, 
“You know, I started missing your voice.” Clinton 
replied, “I miss you too.” (They had a similar 
exchange in February 1998 only three weeks after 
their previous call!)11 

Clinton saw Yeltsin as a significant figure in 
Russian history, and he tried to convey that at 
various points. At a meeting in May 1998, Clinton 
said, “You know, Boris, we really are working with 
the stuff of history here. I’m convinced that 20 
years from now, when the Russian economy is 
booming, people will look back and say we were 
right; we did the right things. I just hope you get 
all the credit you deserve while you’re still around, 
because you’ve done a terrific job of leading your 
country during one of the two or three most 
important moments in Russian history.”12

The greatest test of their personal relationship 
came during the Kosovo bombing campaign 
in March 1999. Clinton and his European 
counterparts believed that NATO needed to carry 
out airstrikes against Serbia to bring its leader, 
Slobodan Milosevic, to the bargaining table. Yeltsin 
was stridently opposed to any use of force, not 
just because of the close ties between Russia and 
Serbia but partly because, unlike the situation in 
Bosnia a few years earlier, this would mean military 
intervention in the internal affairs of a sovereign 
country. Russia’s ability to wield a veto in the U.N. 
Security Council meant that authorization for the 
war from that body would not be forthcoming.13 

In a phone conversation between the two men 
as NATO was about to launch airstrikes, Clinton, 
after rehashing all that Milosevic had done, told 
Yeltsin bluntly, “Basically, it will be your decision if 
you decide to let this bully destroy the relationship 
we worked hard for over six and a half years to 
build up.” He reminded Yeltsin of all his public and 
private support over the years, including providing 
economic assistance to Russia and his multiple 
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visits to Moscow. “You may decide to let this get 
in the way of our relationship, but I’m not going 
to because I do not think he’s that important. I’m 
sorry he is a Serb. I wish he were Irish or something 
else, but he is not.” Clinton tried telling Yeltsin that 
maybe after a few strikes, Milosevic would seek 
diplomacy; after all, he had come to the table in 
1995 to end the earlier Balkan war. 

Yeltsin would have none of it: “[O]ur people 
will certainly from now have a bad attitude with 
regard to America and with NATO. I remember how 
difficult it was for me to try and turn the heads of 
our people, the heads of the politicians towards the 
West, towards the United States, but I succeeded 
in doing that, and now to lose all that. Well, since I 
failed to convince the President, that means there 
is in store for us a very difficult, difficult road of 
contacts, if they prove to be possible.” He signed 
off with “Goodbye,” with no added embrace.14 

The latter part of the war led to quite an up-and-
down in their conversations. In early May 1999, as 
they were coming to agreement on what needed to 
be done, Yeltsin told Clinton, “I owe you a bear hug.” 
Clinton replied, “Yes, I want a bear hug.”15 Clinton 
called Yeltsin on June 10, after discussions between 
Russian Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, 
Finnish President Martti Ahtisaari, and Milosevic 
appeared to end the conflict, and Yeltsin told him, 
“I would like to hug and kiss you, and I am sincerely 
glad that in such a difficult situation our friendship 
wasn’t broken.”16

Alas, in the next few days, Russian forces 
occupied the airport in Pristina, and it looked like 
NATO and Russian forces might come into conflict. 
Clinton and Yeltsin spoke multiple times by phone. 
Clinton made clear that a failure to resolve the 
conflict would harm the upcoming Group of Eight 
meeting in Germany: “We were about to have 
in Cologne a celebration of Russia in the peace 
operation,” an angry Clinton remarked. “Instead, 
we face day after day, international embarrassment 
that Kosovo will be wrecked.”17 

Russia’s weakness and Yeltsin’s desire to be feted 
by his G-8 colleagues in Cologne were key factors 
in the ultimate resolution of the conflict but so, 
too, was the importance of the relationship the two 

14  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin,” March 24, 1999, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 432–36. Note that the document is dated 1998, but given the content and the placement in the records, 
it is clear the call was from 1999.

15  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin,” May 2, 1999, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 472.

16  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telcon with President Yeltsin of Russia,” June 10, 1999, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/
show/57569, 488.

17  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin,” June 13, 1999, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 535.

18  For more on the impact of NATO enlargement on their relationship, see Goldgeier and McFaul, Power and Purpose.

presidents had built, a relationship that was tested 
over the years by the U.S. decision to expand NATO 
eastward.

Clinton’s Promises on Enlargement

Perhaps no issue provides a greater window 
into the nature of the relationship between the 
two presidents than their lengthy discussions 
from 1994 to 1997 about NATO enlargement. 
An undercurrent of their exchanges involved 
Clinton’s efforts to ensure that he did not harm 
Yeltsin politically while giving him a very bitter 
pill to swallow. Another recurrence was Yeltsin’s 
explanation of the damage this issue was doing 
to him while ultimately going along with Clinton’s 
various proposals. There was a brief moment in 
the fall of 1994 when Yeltsin believed that Clinton 
was reneging on a commitment not to rush the 
process and exploded at a Conference on Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) summit. The 
huge power imbalance between the two countries 
hung over the relationship and punctuated the 
presidents’ interactions.18 

In their meetings and phone calls, Clinton 
drove the agenda, as he did for nearly all of the 
issues they discussed over seven years. The two 
men genuinely got along, partly because they 
were similar political animals. But at the end of 
the day, the United States called the shots in the 
relationship. Clinton was always trying to make 
sure that Yeltsin knew he was giving him what he 
could, and Clinton expected Yeltsin to go along with 
his proposals. Generally, Yeltsin did. Throughout 
their conversations on enlargement, Clinton was 
eager for Yeltsin to know that the United States 
was keeping a promise Clinton made in September 
1994 in one of their discussions in Washington 
(the declassified memcon of this exchange is not 
among the cache of documents recently released): 
namely, that he and his NATO colleagues would go 
slowly on expanding the alliance given Clinton’s 
(publicly unstated but understood) desire to 
see Yeltsin safely reelected in 1996. Meanwhile, 
Yeltsin focused Clinton’s attention on the domestic 
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so he kept emphasizing that he was promising 
not to spring anything on Yeltsin and that “no 
exclusion” meant that Russia would be eligible 
to join someday. In reality, it was no exclusion in 
theory but not in practice. Russia was not going 
to become a NATO member. Even so, Clinton had 
reason to believe he was managing the process 
well; after all, Yeltsin told him in a phone call on 
Oct. 5, 1994, that “the Washington Summit proved 
a success.”24 

At their September meeting, 
Yeltsin asked Clinton to come to 
the CSCE summit in Budapest that 
December. The CSCE was being 
upgraded to the OSCE (Organization 
for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe), and Yeltsin wanted to 
signal that perhaps there could be 
alternatives to NATO in addressing 
European security. Clinton agreed 
to go. He kept that promise even 
after the 1994 midterm elections 
resulted in a Republican takeover 
of both houses of Congress for the first time in 
four decades. His White House team scheduled a 
congressional reception the night of the Budapest 
summit precisely to try to keep the president from 
leaving town. But Clinton’s foreign policy team 
said he had to go, and he did.25 It turned out to 
be the most disastrous public encounter the two 
presidents would have.

On Dec. 1, the NATO foreign ministers announced 
that they would complete a study by the end of 
1995 (i.e., a half-year before the 1996 Russian 
presidential election) on how NATO would enlarge. 
Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev, who had 
gone to Brussels to sign Russia’s Partnership for 
Peace program document and a document on a 
NATO-Russia dialogue, was ordered by a furious 
Yeltsin not to sign.

At the Budapest summit a few days later, 
Clinton gave what his deputy secretary of state, 
Talbott, described later as the “most in your 
face” manifestation of the U.S. position on NATO 
enlargement. In remarks Talbott said were drafted 
not in his office but within the National Security 

24  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin,” Oct. 5, 1994, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 227. Note that the document itself is dated 1993, but the content and the date on the transmittal 
memorandum make clear that it is from 1994.

25  Goldgeier and McFaul, Power and Purpose, 189–90.

26  Talbott, The Russia Hand, 141; “Remarks by the President at Plenary Session of 1994 Summit of the Council on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe,” White House Office of the Press Secretary, Dec. 5, 1994, https://clintonwhitehouse6.archives.gov/1994/12/1994-12-05-president-remarks-
at-csce-summit-in-budapest.html.

27  Daniel Williams, “Yeltsin, Clinton Clash over NATO’s Role,” Washington Post, Dec. 6, 1994, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/
politics/1994/12/06/yeltsin-clinton-clash-over-natos-role/19b7b3a1-abd1-4b1e-b4b2-362f1a236ce9/. 

28  Goldgeier and McFaul, Power and Purpose, 192.

Council (where National Security Adviser Anthony 
Lake had been pushing NATO enlargement for 
more than a year), Clinton declared, “We must not 
allow the Iron Curtain to be replaced by a veil of 
indifference. We must not consign new democracies 
to a gray zone.” He added that “no country outside 
will be allowed to veto expansion.”26

Yeltsin publicly responded, “Europe, not having 
yet freed itself from the heritage of the Cold War, is 
in danger of plunging into a cold peace.”27 Clinton 

was stunned and angered by the tone of Yeltsin’s 
remarks. Talbott, who was not on the trip, thought 
he might be fired for not having adequately 
prepared his boss for what would occur.28

Soon, however, Clinton had things seemingly 
back on track thanks in part to visits by others in his 
administration, including Vice President Al Gore, to 
see Yeltsin. In advance of his own trip to Moscow in 
May 1995, Clinton called Yeltsin to discuss NATO. 
“We recognize how sensitive this issue is for you. 
That is why I want to assure you that this process 
is proceeding along a path that is consistent with 
what you and I agreed upon last September and 
that Vice President Gore reiterated to you when 
he saw you in December.” Yeltsin responded, 
“I fully agree with you on that.” Clinton added, 
“For the future stability of Europe, it is important 
that Russia is a vital part of the new security 
structures that are emerging. That means OSCE, 
the post-COCOM [the Coordinating Committee 
for Multilateral Export Controls established by 
the West after World War II] regime, the new  
NATO — all of them. None of this can develop 

political ramifications of NATO enlargement. 
Interestingly, he did not raise the issue (as others 
later would) that the United States and its Western 
European allies had assured Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev during the 1990 negotiations over 
German unification that NATO would not expand 
eastward.19

In October 1993, when discussions first began 
in earnest about NATO’s future, the possibility of 
enlargement seemed quite distant. Secretary of 
State Warren Christopher explained to Yeltsin at 
the latter’s country dacha that the United States 
planned to pursue the “Partnership for Peace,” 
which would include all members of the former 
Warsaw Pact, and NATO enlargement would be 
considered only as a “longer-term eventuality.”20

Christopher told Yeltsin, “There could be no 
recommendation to ignore or exclude Russia from 
full participation in the future security of Europe. 
As a result of our study, a ‘Partnership for Peace’ 
would be recommended to the [January 1994] NATO 
summit which would be open to all members of the 
[North Atlantic Cooperation Council] including all 
European and [former Soviet] states. There would 
be no effort to exclude anyone and there would be 
no step taken at this time to push anyone ahead of 
others.” Yeltsin was obviously relieved. “This is a 
brilliant idea, it is a stroke of genius,” he said. “It 
is important that there is an idea of partnership 
for all and not new membership for some.” Yeltsin 
exclaimed, “It really is a great idea, really great,” 
adding, “Tell Bill I am thrilled by this brilliant 
stroke.”21

In late December, a few weeks before Clinton 
was to meet Yeltsin in Moscow after the NATO 
summit, the two men spoke by phone. The 
primary purpose was to discuss the recent Russian 
parliamentary elections and for Clinton to remind 

19  See Mary Elise Sarotte, “Perpetuating U.S. Preeminence: The 1990 Deals to ‘Bribe the Soviets Out’ and Move NATO In,” International Security 
35, no. 1 (Summer 2010): 110–37, https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00005; Mary Elise Sarotte, “Not One Inch Eastward? Bush, Baker, Kohl, Genscher, 
Gorbachev, and the Origin of Russian Resentment toward NATO Enlargement in February 1990,” Diplomatic History 34, no. 1 (January 2010): 119–40, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7709.2009.00835.x; Joshua R. Itzkowitz Shifrinson, “Deal or No Deal? The End of the Cold War and the U.S. Offer to 
Limit NATO Expansion,” International Security 40, no. 4 (Spring 2016): 7–44, https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/ISEC_a_00236. For 
arguments that the notion of promises or assurances are mistaken, see, for example, Mark Kramer, “The Myth of a No-NATO-Enlargement Pledge to 
Russia,” Washington Quarterly 32, no. 2 (2009): 39–61, https://doi.org/10.1080/01636600902773248; James M. Goldgeier, Not Whether But When: 
The U.S. Decision to Enlarge NATO (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999); Steven Pifer, “Did NATO Promise Not to Enlarge? Gorbachev 
Says ‘No,’” Brookings Institution, Nov. 6, 2014, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2014/11/06/did-nato-promise-not-to-enlarge-gorbachev-
says-no/.
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Was Told About NATO in 1993 and Why It Matters,” War on the Rocks, July 12, 2016, https://warontherocks.com/2016/07/promises-made-
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Yeltsin of how the United States had delivered on 
the economic assistance announced at their first 
meeting, in Vancouver, the previous April. Clinton 
stated simply, “I will be in Brussels for the NATO 
summit and in Prague before I see you and will 
want to discuss Russian participation in NATO’s 
Partnership for Peace proposal.” Yeltsin responded 
that he had recently met with NATO Secretary 
General Manfred Woerner: “We discussed a plan 
of action for the countries of Eastern Europe to 
cooperate with NATO in a way that would not be 
at the expense of Russia and also a plan of action 
for Russia to join NATO.” While Clinton did not 
respond to Yeltsin’s comment, their discussion was 
quite cordial; after all, as far as Yeltsin understood, 
NATO enlargement was not on the table in a 
serious way.22 

While the Clinton library collection does 
not contain the declassified memcon from the 
presidents’ January 1994 summit in Moscow, nor 
the specific discussion they had regarding NATO 
that September in Washington, Clinton’s top 
Russia adviser, Talbott, has written that in the 
latter meeting Clinton told Yeltsin that NATO was 
going to expand but tried to reassure him that he 
had no timetable yet. “We’re going to move forward 
on this, but I’d never spring it on you.” Clinton 
said there would be “no surprises, no rush, and 
no exclusion.” He then added, “As I see it, NATO 
expansion is not anti-Russia. … I don’t want you to 
believe that I wake up every morning thinking only 
about how to make the Warsaw Pact countries a 
part of NATO — that’s not the way I look at it. What 
I do think about is how to use NATO expansion 
to advance the broader, higher goal of European 
security, unity and integration — a goal I know you 
share.”23

Clinton knew Yeltsin was not going to be happy, 
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agreement with NATO not because I want to 
but because it is a forced step. There is no other 
solution for today.” 

Yeltsin sought a legally binding accord, signed 
by all 16 NATO members, that would make clear 
that NATO decisions would not be made “without 
taking into account the concerns or opinions of 
Russia.” He also wanted assurance that no nuclear 
or conventional arms would move into the new 
members’ territory, “thus creating a new cordon 
sanitaire aimed at Russia.” 

Then he put on the table what he most wanted. 
“[O]ne thing is very important: enlargement should 
also not embrace the former Soviet republics. I 
cannot sign any agreement without such language. 
Especially Ukraine.” Recognizing he was unlikely to 
receive this, he changed tack slightly, 

I propose that in the statement we could 
accept the fact that Russia has no claims 
on other countries. In fact, regarding the 
countries of the former Soviet Union, let us 
have a verbal, gentlemen’s agreement — we 
would not write it down in the statement — 
that no former Soviet republics would enter 
NATO. This gentlemen’s agreement would 
not be made public.

Clinton responded that he was “trying to 
change NATO.” He had language in the proposed 
agreement between NATO and Russia on nuclear 

and conventional forces. And he wanted to make 
sure they signed something before the NATO 
summit “so we can say to the world that there is 
a new NATO and a new Russia and that’s the right 
spirit,” to which Yeltsin agreed. But Clinton added 
that he couldn’t make an agreement on former 
Soviet republics: “it would be a bad thing for our 
attempt to build a new NATO, but it would also be 
a bad thing for your attempt to build a new Russia.” 
NATO was assisting the process of building an 
“integrated, undivided Europe.” Clinton argued 
what Yeltsin was proposing would mean “Russia 
would be saying, ‘we have still got an empire, but it 
just can’t reach as far West.’” Clinton didn’t want 
to come out of the meeting having discussed new 
lines being drawn in Europe, and he wouldn’t be 
able to go forward with a treaty because of Senate 
opposition. 

Yeltsin tried again, saying that the Duma would 
likely make this a condition of its ratification of a 
NATO-Russia charter. He asked Clinton to tell him 
what he wanted to hear “one-on-one — without 
even our closest aides present — that you won’t 
take new republics in the near future; I need to 
hear that. I understand that maybe in ten years 
or something, the situation might change, but not 
now.” Clinton shot back, 

If I went into a closet with you and told 
you that, the Congress would find out and 
pass a resolution invalidating the NATO-

normally unless Russia is involved in the process.” 
Yeltsin stated, “We’ll both have difficult discussions 
with regards to NATO, but I’m confident we’ll be able 
to find an acceptable solution for this issue.” Clinton 
then reported that Secretary of State Christopher 
and Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev had just 
described to him a proposal for the upcoming 
NATO foreign ministers’ meeting that would again 
affirm that there would be no acceleration of the 
enlargement process, announce a strengthening of 
the Partnership for Peace, and begin discussions 
about a NATO-Russia special relationship.29

Nevertheless, the issue remained an enormous 
sore spot for Yeltsin and a domestic political 
problem. In a three-hour meeting at the Kremlin on 
May 10, 1995, Yeltsin asked for a better understanding 
of what Clinton was doing on NATO enlargement 
“because now I see nothing but humiliation for 
Russia if you proceed. How do you think it looks to 
us if one bloc continues to exist while the Warsaw 
Pact has been abolished?” He called it a “new form 
of encirclement” and repeated his plea to develop a 
new pan-European security architecture.

“You and I are heading for elections,” Yeltsin said. 
“The extremists and hardliners are exploiting this 
issue for their own purposes — on both sides. I 
am being attacked from both the right and the left 
on this. We need a common European space that 
provides for overall security. So let’s postpone any 
change in NATO until 1999 or 2000. … But for me 
to agree to the borders of NATO expanding toward 
those of Russia — that would constitute a betrayal 
on my part of the Russian people.” Instead, Yeltsin 
said in desperation, “Let’s say that Russia will give 
every state that wants to join NATO a guarantee 
that we won’t infringe on its security.”

When Clinton asked rhetorically whether the 
United States still needed to maintain a security 
relationship with Europe, Yeltsin fired back, “I’m 
not so sure you do.” Clinton tied his approach to 
the Victory Day ceremony for which he had come 
to Moscow and the lessons of history. “Our goal 
is for the U.S. to stay in Europe and promote a 
unified, integrated Europe.” He was doing that, he 
said, by trying to make the Partnership for Peace 
important, keeping open the door to Russian 
NATO membership, creating a special NATO-
Russia relationship, and ensuring that the NATO 
membership review process was a deliberate one. 
Clinton reminded Yeltsin of how this process had 

29  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Presidential Telephone Call,” April 27, 1995, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 
281–82.

30  “Summary report on One-On-One Meeting Between Presidents Clinton and Yeltsin,” St. Catherine’s Hall, The Kremlin, May 10, 1995, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 290–96.

unfolded, that he had told Yeltsin in January 1994 
that NATO was open to taking in new members, and 
that in December NATO had agreed to study how 
to do it. Responding to that study would take the 
first half of 1996, said Clinton. For Yeltsin, this time 
frame was vital because, the Russian leader noted, 
“my position heading into the 1996 elections is not 
exactly brilliant.”

Clinton, however, had his own political concerns. 
He explained to Yeltsin that the Republicans were 
using NATO expansion in their effort to win over 
voters of Central European descent in Wisconsin, 
Illinois, and Ohio. He suggested to Yeltsin that they 
accept what each other needed to do politically. 
Yeltsin would not have to embrace expansion. 
Clinton would not say he was slowing down the 
process. And meanwhile Yeltsin should sign the 
documents for Russia to join the Partnership for 
Peace and to establish a NATO-Russian dialogue:

So here is what I want to do. I’ve made it 
clear I’ll do nothing to accelerate NATO. I’m 
trying to give you now, in this conversation, 
the reassurance you need. But we need 
to be careful that neither of us appears to 
capitulate. For you, that means you’re not 
going to embrace expansion; for me, it means 
no talk about slowing the process down or 
putting it on hold or anything like that.

Then Clinton told Yeltsin to sign the two 
documents. Yeltsin asked again that NATO move 
forward only after his election. Clinton reiterated 
the timetable, trying to reassure Yeltsin that nothing 
concrete would happen until after the summer of 
1996. Yeltsin said they should publicly say they 
discussed the issue, understood each other, and 
would discuss the issue further at their next 
meeting. Clinton responded, “Good. So join PFP.” 
Yeltsin agreed.30

A few months before the NATO leaders’ 1997 
announcement in Madrid that the alliance was 
inviting Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic to 
join, Yeltsin made one last effort to shape the future 
at a small meeting with Clinton in Helsinki on March 
21. He opened by acknowledging the inevitable. “Our 
position has not changed,” Yeltsin said. “It remains 
a mistake for NATO to move eastward. But I need 
to take steps to alleviate the negative consequences 
of this for Russia. I am prepared to enter into an 
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their teams in April 1996 at the Kremlin, Clinton 
explained that the G-7’s work coordinating fiscal 
policy “among the world’s richest countries” 
was important and that if Russia were included, 
countries such as Mexico, South Korea, and Brazil 
would ask to join as well. 

Yeltsin argued, “Russia will be on the rise. I cannot 
agree to the ‘7 plus 1’ formula; I also understand 
that we cannot reach the level of a full G-8. You 
have to keep in mind that we are a great power, 
which affects how people think about this.”37 

A year later, at their March 1997 meeting in 
Helsinki, Clinton publicly stated: 

We will work with Russia to advance its 
membership in key international economic 
institutions like the W.T.O., the Paris Club, 
and the O.E.C.D. And I am pleased to 
announce, with the approval of the other G-7 
nations, that we will substantially increase 
Russia’s role in our annual meeting, now to 
be called the Summit of the Eight, in Denver 
this June.38

At a bilateral meeting of the two presidents and 
a small group of advisers in Paris in advance of 
the “Summit of the Eight,” Yeltsin raised the issue 
of how Russia’s economy was labeled. National 
Security Adviser Samuel R. Berger explained that 
by law, Russia would be far worse off in terms of 

trade preferences being labeled a market economy 
than if it were designated a non-market economy 
or a transition economy. Yeltsin did not care for the 

37  Memorandum of Conversation, “Luncheon Meeting with Russian President Boris Yeltsin,” The Kremlin, April 21, 1996, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 11–12.

38  “The President’s News Conference with President Boris Yeltsin of Russia in Helsinki,” March 21, 1997, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/
index.php?pid=53904. 

39  Memorandum of Conversation, “Meeting with Russian President Yeltsin: NATO-Russia, Arms Control, Economics, Denver Summit of the Eight, 
Afghanistan, Iran,” Paris, May 27, 1997, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 148–49.

40  James Goldgeier, “Trump and Putin one-on-one is not a good idea. Here’s why.” Monkey Cage blog, July 19, 2017 (revised and republished July 
13, 2018), https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/07/19/there-are-no-notes-on-trumps-meeting-with-putin-thats-a-big-
deal/.

designation, seeing it as an insult: “Russia is not a 
transition economy. We have transformed. It is a 
market economy.” Labels mattered to him; Yeltsin 
wanted Russia to be seen as a great power on par 
with the other leading world powers.39 

Conclusion

These records are an important reminder that 
notes of presidential meetings and phone calls 
are not simply documents for scholars trying to 
make sense of history. They are critical in real 
time for officials who need to follow up on what 
their bosses have discussed. The recently released 
Clinton White House records show the distribution 
of these conversations, typically to the secretary 
of state, Deputy Secretary of State Talbott (who 
often was with the president for the meetings and 
phone calls), and the U.S. ambassador to Moscow. 
The role these documents play in developing policy 
is a major reason why there was so much concern 
when Donald Trump met with Vladimir Putin one-
on-one for more than two hours in Helsinki in July 
2018 with no notetakers present.40

Reading these memcons and telcons as a 
narrative record of the seven years of interactions 
between Clinton and Yeltsin left me feeling rather 
sad. The two leaders certainly accomplished a 
great deal: Yeltsin ensured that Russian troops 
left the Baltic countries, worked to keep Russian 
entities from transferring missile technologies to 
Iran, and participated in the Implementation Force 
in Bosnia alongside NATO and under American 
command. The two presidents worked with their 
counterparts in Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine 
to transfer to Russia the strategic nuclear weapons 
those countries inherited upon the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. 

It is notable that many of their accomplishments 
occurred during their first terms and were largely 
issues related to the collapse of the Soviet Union 
such as the removal of Russian troops from the 
Baltics and the stationing of strategic nuclear 
weapons. They had big plans throughout their 
two terms for new arms-control agreements, but 
domestic political constraints got in the way. 

Russia charter. I’d rather frankly that the 
Duma pass a resolution conditioning its 
adherence on this point. I just can’t do it. A 
private commitment would be the same as a 
public one. … I know what a terrible problem 
this is for you, but I can’t make the specific 
commitment you are asking for. It would 
violate the whole spirit of NATO.

Yeltsin tried one last time to get what he wanted, 
but to no avail, and so they moved on to other 
items. 31 

At their last meeting, in Istanbul in November 
1999, Yeltsin said to Clinton, “I ask you one 
thing. Just give Europe to Russia. The U.S. is 
not in Europe. Europe should be the business of 
Europeans. Russia is half European and half Asian. 
… Bill, I’m serious. Give Europe to Europe itself. 
We have the power in Russia to protect all of 
Europe, including those with missiles.”32 This was, 
of course, not a statement the United States would 
take seriously, and it was hard enough for Russia to 
be taken seriously by the United States as an equal.

The Imbalance of Power and 
Russia’s Drive for Equal Status

Yeltsin’s desire to be seen as an equal, and 
Clinton’s efforts to provide window dressing 
to help with appearances, permeated their 
conversations throughout the two presidents’ time 
in office, and not only during their conversations 
over NATO enlargement. During the September 
1994 Washington summit, Yeltsin said, “[T]here 
are some people in the White House and Congress 
who believe that Russia has lost its superpower 
status. Of course, not you personally, Bill.” Clinton 
responded, “I have tried in every way to relate to 
Russia and to you as a great power and to enhance 
your role, whether in the G-7 or bilaterally.”33 

Still, neither could escape the fact that the two 
countries occupied completely different status 
levels in the international system. At their May 
1995 meeting in Moscow, Clinton said to Yeltsin, 

31  Memorandum of Conversation, “Morning Meeting with Russian President Yeltsin: NATO-Russia, START, ABM/TMD,” Helsinki, March 21, 1997, 
https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 106–10.

32  Memorandum of Conversation, “Meeting with Russian President Yeltsin,” Istanbul, Nov. 19, 1999, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/
show/57569, 562–63.

33  Memorandum of Conversation, “Meeting with President Boris Yeltsin,” Sept. 27, 1994, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/
show/57568, 214–15.

34  “Summary report on One-On-One Meeting Between Presidents Clinton and Yeltsin,” St. Catherine’s Hall, The Kremlin, May 10, 1995, https://
clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57568, 293.

35  “POTUS-Yeltsin One-on-One,” Presidential Ceremonial Office, The Kremlin, April 21, 1996, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/
show/57568, 381–85.

36  Goldgeier and McFaul, Power and Purpose, 207.

“You have to walk through the doors that we open 
for you.”34 The Russians wanted to be treated as 
equals, and the idea of walking through doors the 
United States was opening for them made clear 
that they were not. 

The dynamic was such, however, that when 
Yeltsin got spun up on these issues, Clinton 
would soothe him. In a one-on-one meeting (with 
Talbott and Yeltsin’s assistant Dmitry Ryurikov as 
notetakers) in Moscow in April 1996, Yeltsin came 
into the meeting clearly angry because Foreign 
Minister Yevgeny Primakov had told him that the 
United States was trying to sideline Russia in the 
Middle East. Clinton said, “That’s not correct. No 
one’s sidelining anybody.” When Yeltsin said he 
was not convinced, Clinton reminded him of all 
they had done together since their first meeting 
three years earlier: “We’ve done a remarkable 
job in getting a lot done and also in being honest 
about our differences. My objectives are first, 
an integrated, undivided Europe; and second, a 
cooperative equal partnership with a democratic, 
economically successful Russia which is influential 
in the world.” He added, “I want historians fifty 
years from now to look back on this period and say 
you and I took full advantage of the opportunity we 
had. We made maximum use of the extraordinary 
moment that came with the end of the Cold War.” 

Yeltsin zeroed in on the one word that mattered 
to him: “The key word you just used was 
‘equal’ partnership. This will restore trust and 
confidence.” Clinton explained how Russia could 
play an important role in the Middle East due to 
its influence with Syria and Hezbollah. Yeltsin 
appeared mollified.35 

One of the major issues in their relationship 
was Russia’s ascension to the group of advanced 
industrialized democracies. The G-7 was to become 
the G-8. Clinton faced significant opposition to this 
move from his own Treasury Department, which 
was concerned about diluting a body of the world’s 
leading market economies with membership for a 
country that did not yet have a market economy 
and whose gross domestic product was quite 
small.36 At a larger meeting of the two leaders and 
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Ultimately, neither the United States nor Russia 
found a place for Russia in the basic architecture of 
European security. Meanwhile, Georgia, Moldova, 
and Ukraine ended up in a zone of insecurity, not 
able to join NATO and each with Russian military 
forces on its territory.

A conversation at the end of their time together 
regarding Yeltsin’s successor was more hopeful 
than was warranted. In September 1999, Yeltsin 
informed Clinton by phone, 

It took me a lot of time to think who might 
be the next Russian president in the year 
2000. Unfortunately, at that time, I could not 
find any sitting candidate. Finally, I came 
across him, that is, Putin, and I explored his 
bio, his interests, his acquaintances, and so 
on and so forth. I found out he is a solid man 
who is kept well abreast of various subjects 
under his purview. At the same time, he is 
thorough and strong, very sociable. And he 
can easily have good relations and contact 
with people who are his partners. I am sure 
you will find him to be a highly qualified 
partner. I am very much convinced that he 
will be supported as a candidate in the year 
2000.41 

In their in-person conversation in Istanbul in 
November 1999, Clinton asked who was going to 
win the Russian presidential election the next year, 
and Yeltsin did not hesitate: “Putin, of course. 
He will be the successor to Boris Yeltsin. He’s 
a democrat, and he knows the West.” He added, 
“He’s tough. He has an internal ramrod. He’s tough 
internally, and I will do everything possible for him 
to win — legally, of course. And he will win. You’ll 
do business together. He will continue the Yeltsin 
line on democracy and economics and widen 
Russia’s contacts. He has the energy and the brains 
to succeed.”42 

On Dec. 31, 1999, Clinton called Yeltsin just after 
Yeltsin’s announcement that he was stepping down 
in favor of Putin, who of course went on to win 
the presidential election a few months later. In 
that final call, Clinton said, “You have guided your 
country through a historic time and you are leaving 
a legacy that will leave Russians better off for years 
to come. … Boris, I believe that historians will say 
you were the father of Russian democracy…”

After telling Clinton once again that Putin would 

41  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telephone Conversation with Russian President Yeltsin,” Sept. 8, 1999, https://clinton.
presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/57569, 548.

42  Memorandum of Conversation, “Meeting with Russian President Yeltsin,” Istanbul, Nov. 19, 1999, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/
show/57569, 565–66.

43  Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, “Telcon with Russian President Boris Yeltsin,” Dec. 31, 1999, https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/
items/show/57569, 582–84.

win and that he was a strong, intelligent democrat, 
Yeltsin ended their call as he had done so often 
over the previous seven years: “I would like from 
the bottom of my heart to embrace you.”43 

James Goldgeier is a professor of international 
relations at American University, visiting senior 
fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, and the 
2018-19 Library of Congress chair in U.S.-Russia 
relations at the John W. Kluge Center. You can 
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America’s Relation 
to World Order: 
Two Indictments, 
Two Thought 
Experiments, and  
a Misquotation

The State is undergoing a crisis of legitimacy owing to its 
inability to cope with novel problems of weapons proliferation, 
transnational threats including climate change, a fragile 
global financial infrastructure, cultural influences carried by 
electronic communications, and an undemocratic regime of 
human rights law. These fatal inadequacies are summoning 
forth a new constitutional order, the latest in a series of 
century-spanning archetypal regimes that have arisen since 
the Renaissance and the collapse of feudalism. A backlash 
against the harbingers of this new order, however, is crippling 
the development of those modes of action that are required 
to deal with the underlying crisis. In the United States, this 
crippling reaction has operated in tandem with a formidable 
critique of America’s right to lead an international order that has 
brought unprecedented prosperity and low levels of warfare to 
the world. This backlash is as much a reaction to the critique 
of the United States’ political and cultural heritage as it is 
to the governing techniques that are harbingers of this new 
constitutional order. Only a restoration of faith in America’s 
constitutional and strategic heritage — its exceptional ethos 
— will make possible the preservation of liberal traditions of 
governing in the new world that is being born. To accomplish 
this, we must answer the critiques by identifying what is the 
animating American quality that entitles the United States to 
compete for leadership.
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Within states, the rise of populist, 
illiberal movements in the 
democracies of the West1 and the 
increasing authoritarianism of 

China2 at first appear to be unrelated developments. 
In the West, governments are losing their prestige, 
while the stature of China’s government has never 
been higher. The condition of Russia’s autocracy, 
meanwhile, continues to plunge. Its economy is 
growing weakly, and for the fourth year in a row life 
expectancy has declined. Yet the self-confidence 
and public approval of the Russian regime appear 
high. Surely these developments are so various 
that they could not be related to one another.

Internationally, too, things seem to be moving 
in different directions. For the first time since the 
founding of the institutions of the current, post-
World War II order, a European state has invaded 
a member of the United Nations and annexed its 
territory.3 An East Asian state has relentlessly 
developed nuclear weapons in defiance of U.N. 
Security Council resolutions4 and has successfully 
tested an intercontinental ballistic missile5 in 
a campaign to expand its territory through the 
reunification of the Korean Peninsula. In contrast 
to these centralizing acts of aggression, a leading 

1  E.g. the Front National in France (see James McAuley, “As France’s Far-Right National Front Rises, Memory of Its Past Fades,” Washington Post, 
Jan. 26, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-frances-far-right-national-front-rises-memory-of-its-past-fades/2017/01/26/dfeb0d42-
e1ac-11e6-a419-eefe8eff0835_story.html), the M5S in Italy, the ÖVP and FPÖ in Austria (see Jon Henley, “Rise of Far-Right in Italy and Austria Gives 
Putin Some Friends in the West,” Guardian, June 7, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/07/rise-of-far-right-in-italy-and-austria-
gives-putin-some-friends-in-the-west), and the U.K. Independence Party (UKIP) in Britain (see Alex Hunt, “UKIP: The Story of the UK Independence 
Party’s Rise,” BBC.com, Nov. 21, 2014, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-21614073).

2 See Xi Jinping’s removal of presidential term limits (Steven Lee Myers, “With Xi’s Power Grab, China Joins New Era of Strongmen,” New York 
Times, Feb. 26, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/26/world/asia/china-xi-jinping-authoritarianism.html) and China’s massive and invasive 
domestic surveillance program (James A. Millward, “What It’s Like to Live in a Surveillance State,” New York Times, Feb. 3, 2017, https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/02/03/opinion/sunday/china-surveillance-state-uighurs.html).

3  Steven Lee Myers and Ellen Barry, “Putin Reclaims Crimea for Russia and Bitterly Denounces the West,” New York Times, March 18, 2014, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/19/world/europe/ukraine.html.

4 Alex Beuge et al., “A Guide to North Korea’s Advance Towards Nuclear Weapons,” Guardian, Nov. 29, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2017/sep/11/how-has-north-koreas-nuclear-programme-advanced-in-2017.

5  Josh Smith, “How North Korea’s Latest ICBM Test Stacks Up,” Reuters, Nov. 28, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-
technology-factbo/how-north-koreas-latest-icbm-test-stacks-up-idUSKBN1DT0IF.

6  Letter from U.K. Prime Minister Theresa May to E.U. President Donald Tusk, March 29, 2017, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/604079/Prime_Ministers_letter_to_European_Council_President_Donald_Tusk.pdf.

7  Will Martin, “This Map Shows the European Regions Fighting to Achieve Independence,” Independent, Oct. 2, 2017, https://www.independent.
co.uk/news/world/politics/map-european-regions-fighting-for-independence-vote-europe-countries-state-a7979051.html.

8  See, among many commentators, Robert Kagan, “Things Will Not Be Okay,” Washington Post, July 12, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/everything-will-not-be-okay/2018/07/12/c5900550-85e9-11e8-9e80-403a221946a7_story.html.

9  Alan S. Alexandroff and Andrew F. Cooper, eds., Rising States, Rising Institutions: Challenges for Global Governance (Brookings Institution 
Press, 2010). 

10  Richard Hurowitz, “What We Can Learn From Bretton Woods,” Weekly Standard, July 1, 2017, https://www.weeklystandard.com/richard-
hurowitz/what-we-can-learn-from-bretton-woods. See also G. John Ikenberry, “The End of Liberal International Order?” International Affairs 94, no. 1 
(January 2018): 7–23, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix241.

11  Jayshree Bajoria and Robert McMahon, “The Dilemma of Humanitarian Intervention,” Council on Foreign Relations, June 12, 2013, https://www.
cfr.org/backgrounder/dilemma-humanitarian-intervention.

12  See, e.g., Janet Daley, “Islamic Terror Could Kill Off the West’s Liberal Values,” Telegraph, July 30, 2016, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/2016/07/30/islamist-terror-could-kill-off-the-liberal-values-of-the-liberal/.

13  “Figures at a Glance,” U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, June 19, 2017, http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html.

14  Kori Schake, “The Trump Doctrine Is Winning, and the World Is Losing,” New York Times, June 16, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/15/
opinion/sunday/trump-china-america-first.html.

state has defected from the European Union6 
and secessionist movements are active in several 
other E.U. member states.7 To complicate matters, 
the unity and cohesion of the North Atlantic 
Alliance is in crisis.8 Surely these upheavals are 
so contradictory that their causes could not be 
similar.  

Many thoughtful commentators have observed 
that the apparent retrenchment of the liberal 
world order is a consequence of developments in 
the international system: the end of bipolarity,9 the 
abandonment of Bretton Woods,10 the weakening 
of U.N. Charter rules against intervention,11 the 
rise of global terror groups,12 the upsurge in the 
number of economic and political refugees,13 and 
the novel policies of the Trump administration.14 
These writers are not wrong, exactly, but they have 
gotten the origins and dynamics of the breakdown 
of the liberal world order wrong: It’s not that these 
changes in the international order have prompted 
reactions in the countries that have commenced 
trade wars, weakened security alliances, and the 
rest. Rather, it’s that changes in the constitutional 
order of the constituent states of the international 
system have led to decisions and actions that are 
dismantling the world order that has been in place 

since 1949.15
All these developments are, in fact, related to 

the deep change in the State that is underway. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the United 
States, the leading industrial nation-state and 
the chief architect and defender of the current 
world order. It is no coincidence that the United 
States is not alone in experiencing the traumatic 
unsettling of its constitutional order, but it is 
difficult to understand the steady weakening of the 
international order without grasping first what is 
happening within America. 

I. American Exceptionalism

American exceptionalism is usually defined 
as the rather preening claim that the United 
States is uniquely virtuous or wise. This is the 
inference doubtless intended by Ronald Reagan’s 
speechwriter who bowdlerized John Winthrop’s 
address to his fellow pilgrims about “a shining city 
on a hill.”16 This is also probably what President 
Barack Obama had in mind when he stated that 
all countries are exceptional17 — that is, he didn’t 
mean that they are all paragons but, rather, he 
wanted to avoid offense by giving out a trophy to 
every team member who showed up.

If the United States is exceptional, what is it an 
exception to? “The exception provides the rule” 
because it delimits the boundaries of the rule’s 
application. To what rule does America’s exception 
then provide a boundary?18 The most famous 
remark in the study of the State and the exceptions 
to its rules was made by Carl Schmitt, who wrote, 
“Sovereign is he who decides on the exception.”19 

That, presumably, is because determining the 
exception provides the limit of the application of 
the rule and determining rules and their application 
is the prerogative of the sovereign.

That brings us to the first step in the analysis 
of “American exceptionalism.” By this hackneyed 
phrase I do not mean what makes the United 

15  For a history of the constitutional orders of the modern state, see Philip Bobbitt, The Shield of Achilles: War, Peace and the Course of History 
(New York: Knopf, 2001). Industrial nation-states first appeared in the last third of the 19th century and by the end of World War I had largely 
supplanted the imperial state nations of the great powers that dominated the 19th century. We still live within this constitutional order, but 
elements of its challenger, the informational market state, are already evident — for examples, see Philip Bobbitt, Terror and Consent: The Wars for 
the Twenty-First Century (New York: Knopf, 2008) — and have provoked the backlash to which I refer. This essay is not about a new constitutional 
order, nor is it principally about the backlash that is taking place in many societies. Rather it is about the role of the United States in managing this 
transition in the face of powerful critiques of its past actions.

16  Ronald Reagan’s election-eve address, “A Vision for America,” Nov. 3, 1980, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=85199. 

17  “I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek 
exceptionalism,” Obama said in an April 4, 2009, news conference. White House transcript is available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/
the-press-office/news-conference-president-obama-4042009.

18  All persons born in the United States are eligible to serve as president, except those who would be younger than age 35 when inaugurated. 
The exception provides the rule that one must be 35 years of age to be president.

19  Carl Schmitt, Politische Theologie, 8th ed. (1934), ch. 113 (“Souverän ist, wer über den Ausnahmezustand entscheidet”). 

20  See, generally, Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America 2nd ed. (Wilmington, MA: Mariner Books, 1991).

21  Alan Wolfe, “Nobody Here but Us Liberals,” New York Times, July 3, 2005, https://www.nytimes.com/2005/07/03/books/review/nobody-
here-but-us-liberals.html.

States so much better than other states but rather 
what makes America so American, as opposed to 
Japanese or South African, and thus the answer 
must be a cultural, contingent one. If it is true that 
he who is sovereign determines what is exceptional, 
then it is striking that it is the United States’ 
innovative ideas about sovereignty that define the 
American state and what makes the United States 
a constitutional outlier among states.

The U.S. Constitution reflects the idea that the 
State is a limited sovereign: There are certain 
inalienable powers that are reserved to the People 
and cannot be delegated to the State. Therefore, 
the State’s power rests on a compact with the 
empowering people, a contract whose terms limit 
the scope of the state’s potential as well as its 
actual authority. As a rule of sovereignty, it might be 
thought oxymoronic to proclaim a limited sovereign 
that cannot determine the extent of its own powers. 
Yet this is precisely what makes the government of 
the United States exceptional: It cannot determine 
the boundaries of its authority — these are set by 
the U.S. Constitution — beyond recognizing that 
there are some boundaries it cannot cross. This 
explains the unusual powers given to lawyers and 
courts in the American system: The rule of law is 
not merely an instrument of the State but the basis 
for determining its scope.

It is all too common to neglect this remarkably 
innovative feature of the American state. Louis 
Hartz, among others, once argued that American 
constitutional ideas derived from those of John 
Locke.20 For Locke, 

equality is natural to human beings because 
at a minimum all people own the same 
property: their labor. Freedom is preferable 
to authoritarianism because the best 
governments are those that win the consent 
of the people. Religious toleration is a good 
idea because faiths that are free will be 
stronger than those that are coerced.21
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Well, not exactly. Precisely because all people 
do not own the same property, or rather the 
property they do own, their labor, has value that 
varies enormously from person to person, from 
time to time, from place to place, it is hard to 
ground equality in the material endowments of 
human beings. Rather, what made equality seem 
“natural” in the Western liberal tradition is that 
all peoples’ natures were held equally subject to 
divine judgment, redemption, and salvation, a 
concept that would be nonsensical if every person 
were not endowed with the freedom of conscience, 
on the basis of which he or she is to be judged. 
One might say “all men are created equal because 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
inalienable rights.” The equality enshrined in the 
Declaration of Independence — a document that 
provides the basis for the U.S. Constitution — is 
said to be “self-evident,”22 the Creator of mankind 
having determined that it is to be so. 

Freedom is not preferable to authoritarianism 
because the “best” governments win the consent 
of the people. The term “best” is too vague 
to support this assertion and can be easily 
manipulated to prove the opposite proposition (as 
it often has been). Rather, freedom is preferable to 
authoritarianism because coercion is incompatible 
with the exercise of the conscience, which is the 
ultimate basis for constitutional decision-making 
in America. 

Religious toleration is a good idea not because 
faiths that are free will be stronger than those that 
are coerced. Much of the history of Christianity 
and Islam seems to prove just the opposite. Rather, 
religious toleration is preferable to intolerance 
because intolerance suppresses the ability to 
determine facts and also suppresses the faculties 
of reflection and reconsideration, all of which are 
essential attributes of the individual conscience if 
it must make judgments for which it will be held 
accountable.

A recent essay on the U.S. Constitution concluded, 

Far from [being] a blueprint for democracy, 
the Constitution kept real power away from 
ordinary people while protecting wealthy 
investors and slave-owners. It had nothing 
to do with human rights or social equality.23 

In reality, the U.S. Constitution explicitly 
provides a blueprint for democracy by creating 
republican structures far more democratic than 

22  Declaration of Independence, 1776, para. 2.

23  J.M. Opal, “America Should Never Be ‘Great Again,’” Time, April 5, 2017, http://time.com/4726868/donald-trump-america-great-again-myth/.

24  Max Weber, Die protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus [The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism] (1905).

anything else at the time and that were designed 
to protect democracy by enabling it to defend 
itself against imperial opponents and to keep it 
from decaying into license and anarchy. Unlike the 
laws in other states of the late 18th century, the 
U.S. Constitution does not exempt aristocrats from 
taxation. To observe that it has “nothing to do with 
human rights” or equality reveals how little the 
writer understands the complexity of his subject, 
in which rights are often inferred from affirmative 
grants of power — that is, when the rule provides 
its exception.

Such assertions as the one I have quoted, which 
would have been trite in Charles Beard’s day, are 
today part of a more general war on the legacy of 
America’s constitutional history. That war — and 
that legacy — will be discussed presently. For now, 
I will take up briefly just why the Constitution, 
in fact, has everything to do with human rights 
and equality. To do this will require going beyond 
the customary claims that the historiography of 
America’s founding pits liberalism and human 
rights against republicanism and state power.

As I have suggested, the liberal, human rights 
consensus in America regarding the constitutional 
status of property rights, social mobility, individual 
freedom, and popular democracy arose from shared 
commitments to the decisive role of the conscience 
in determining the individual’s fate. This might 
more aptly be called the “Protestant ethic,”24 which 
is incompatible with insecure property rights and 
promises, rigid and inherited class boundaries, and 
coercive rules that suppress individual expression. 
It is similarly incompatible with the derivation of 
legitimate governmental authority from traditions 
and processes that privilege the few while denying 
the many equality before the law.

In a review tracing the historiography of 
America’s founding, Michael Millerman described 
this founding as “Lockean Liberalism versus 
Republicanism.” According to Millerman, Lockean 
liberalism 

insists that America was founded on 
principles that recognize an abstract, natural 
right to life, liberty, property, and the pursuit 
of one’s private happiness. These natural 
rights are liberties that define a private 
sphere, to be protected from government 
interference. By contrast, [some argue that] 
Republicanism informed the Founders’ 
vision of what America is and should be. 

Republicanism elevates such notions 
as, ‘the common good,’ and ‘the public 
sphere’ above those of, ‘individual 
liberties’ and, ‘private happiness.’ 
Indeed, it can justify infringing on 
the latter for the sake of the former. 
Hence it is in conflict with Lockean 
liberalism.25

To anchor this in sacred American 
texts, it is often claimed that the liberal 
(Lockean) Declaration of Independence 
conflicts with the Republican 
(Machiavellian) Constitution.26

This antinomy between liberalism and 
republicanism may indeed be relevant 
to British thought, where popular 
sovereignty is fully vested in the State 
and human rights are expressly granted, 
as in the Magna Carta. But it gets wrong 
the American constitutional settlement 
and its most important element: that 
the purpose of putting the State under law is to 
protect human rights, and that the protection 
of human rights requires that the State treat its 
citizens equally. America’s peculiar constitutional 
innovation is to create a partial sovereign, removing 
from the State and irrevocably vesting in the People 
the power to determine the exception to the rules 
that govern the State. This constitutional structure 
implies an infinite list of human rights — actions 
that cannot be taken by the State — that can be 
inferred from the limited grant of governmental 
powers. A structure of enumerated powers, where 
any power not permitted is prohibited, necessarily 
implies a complement of unenumerated rights. This 
means the republic enlists Americans’ energies 
and its collective efforts and mutual obligations 
on behalf of individual rights. America is neither 
a conservative nor a liberal state but a state that 
seeks to conserve a liberal tradition. This is the 
American constitutional ethos. 

To understand this, we must see the 
Constitution as the embodiment, the instantiation, 
of the Declaration of Independence. Like most law 
students of my generation, I used to think that the 
Declaration of Independence had no legal status 
because it was not ratified like the Constitution. On 
this, as in so many things, the late Charles Black 
turned me around. I came to realize that the 1787 
Constitution sought to create a state that was based 

25  Michael Millerman, “The Historiography of America’s Founding: Lockean Liberalism versus Republicanism,” Telos, July 16, 2013, http://www.
telospress.com/the-historiography-of-americas-founding-lockean-liberalism-versus-republicanism/. 

26  See, e.g., Luigi Marco Bassani, “The Bankruptcy of the Republican School,” Telos 124 (Summer 2002): 131–57.

27  See generally Philip Bobbitt, Constitutional Fate: Theory of the Constitution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), and Philip Bobbitt, 
Constitutional Interpretation (Hoboken, NJ: Blackwell, 1992). The six fundamental forms of constitutional argument — or “modalities” 
of argument, as they are sometimes called — are: historical, textual, doctrinal, structural, prudential, and ethical.

on the Declaration, a state structure that could 
more perfectly execute the ideas of the Declaration 
than could the Articles of Confederation. Thus, the 
ratification of the Constitution also amounted to 
the ratification of the Declaration, nunc pro tunc. 
Indeed, this is why Abraham Lincoln alludes to 
the Declaration of Independence (“Four score and 
seven years ago”) when he makes the constitutional 
argument to refute secession. This also explains 
why the Declaration is a rich source for ethical 
argument — one of the six fundamental modalities 
of constitutional argument that collectively form 
the standard model taught today in first-year law 
classes27 — just as the Federalist Papers are an 
abundant source for historical argument or the U.S. 
Reports for doctrinal argument.

Ethical argument — the argument from the 
American constitutional ethos — is sometimes 
called “the argument from tradition.” This fits with 
my thesis that it is a liberal, human rights tradition 
that is conserved by the bulwarks and bastions, the 
watchtowers, moats, and high walls of America’s 
constitutional architecture. Indeed, you might say 
that the oath “to preserve, protect, and defend” is 
a pretty good metonym for “to fortify.”

The American constitutional ethos is the United 
States’ unique paradigm of the liberal tradition 
that flows from the Reformation and the decisive 
role the liberal tradition gives to the individual 
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conscience. If this tradition is prefigured in the late 
Renaissance28 and the early Reformation,29 then 
one might say that communism, with its focus 
on scientific orthodoxy and prediction, is a child 
of the Enlightenment two centuries later and that 
fascism, with its focus on the genetic basis for 
nationalism and collective behavior, is a child (if 
an illegitimate one) of Darwinian biology a century 
after that. The materialism of both these legacies 
is fundamentally incompatible with human 
consciousness (as Thomas Nagel has recently 
argued30) and thus with the role assigned to the 
conscience by parliamentarianism.

The imperial state nations31 that dominated the 
19th century were the first modern states to unite 
the State and the nation. The industrial nation-
states that came to dominate the 20th century also 
fused the constitutional order with nationalism. 
Thus, Americans whose state descends from a 
late-18th-century founding tend to forget that 
what is meant by a nation is a cultural, linguistic, 
ethnic, religious, and historic group — not a state. 
Indeed, there are some nations — like the Kurds, 
the Palestinians, or the Cherokee — that don’t have 
states. In the Bible, when Jonah’s fellow seafarers 
asked him, “Of what nation are you?” they were 
not inquiring about his citizenship.32 Americans 
forget this because, in the United States, we make 
precisely this inquiry. In America, it is citizenship 
and not national origin that forms the basis for the 
nation. This is one important divergence from the 
constitutional traditions of Europe and one reason 
why fascism has never had much of a toehold in 
America.

Marxism and fascism embrace progress, 
whether it be the progress of science or the steady 
winnowing of the survival of the best adapted. 
Both ideologies claim to rely on science and the 
social sciences, which are themselves thought to 
be indicia and drivers of progress.

The Anglo-American liberal tradition, by contrast, 
embraces pluralism, the idea that we can never 
be too sure of any orthodoxy and must perforce 
tolerate dissent. It is skeptical of progress but 
always open to incremental change. This ideology 
has its roots in tolerance — that we conserve 

28  Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, ed. and trans. Peter Bondanella (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Philip Bobbitt, The Garments of 
Court and Palace: Machiavelli and the World that He Made (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2013), 10, 16.

29  Martin Luther, Martin Luther’s 95 Theses (2008), ebook available at http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/274/pg274-images.html. 

30 Thomas Nagel, Mind and Cosmos: Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature Is Almost Certainly False (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 8, 13–16, 127–28.

31  My terminology for the constitutional order that achieved dominance in the 19th century; it sought popular allegiance on the grounds that the 
State would exalt the nation by fusing it with the State. See Bobbitt, Shield of Achilles, 144–204; also Bobbitt, Terror and Consent, 26 et seq.

32  Jonah 1:8.

33  Stephen M. Walt, “The Myth of American Exceptionalism,” Foreign Policy, Oct. 11, 2011, http://foreignpolicy.com/2011/10/11/the-myth-of-
american-exceptionalism/.

competing values over time by giving them a 
chance at their turn of Fortuna’s wheel. The liberal 
tradition assumes that, at any one moment, one 
not only can be wrong but, to some degree, almost 
certainly is. 

Certain progress, however, demands certainty. 
Thus, Marxism and fascism were illiberal in the 
sense that they wished to destroy the impediments 
to progress, which, it was said, included dissent 
and free debate. The liberal tradition not only had 
different sources than its enemies in the Long 
War that began in 1914 and ended in 1990 — it had 
different constitutional methods and assumptions 
as well. 

II. The Outer Critique

This description of the American constitutional 
ethos has lately been under attack, both as to its 
outer manifestations abroad and its inner legacy 
for the American people. These critics deny that 
America’s values, political system, and history 
— the American constitutional ethos — are 
really unique and worthy of admiration. While 
conceding that the United States possesses certain 
exceptional traits — some dubious, it is said, like 
gun ownership; some mystifying and inexplicable 
(to their critics), like high levels of religiosity — 
this critique asserts that U.S. action abroad has 
nothing to do with this ethos. Instead, America’s 
international history, like that of every other state, 
has been determined primarily by power and the 
competitive context of the international system. 
This is the “outer” assault. (The “inner” assault will 
be dealt with in the next section.) The indictment 
has six counts.

First, it is said that while Americans claim they 
are exceptional and indispensable — two different 
points, by the way — many states and many 
nations have made this claim. In fact, according 
to one such critic, “Among great powers, thinking 
you’re special is the norm, not the exception,”33 and 
it is true that American “exceptionalism” is rarely 
carefully defined beyond the most general and 
anodyne terms.

Second, although Americans like to think their 
country behaves better than other states, and 
certainly better than other great powers, this is 
false. The United States has an expansionist history 
that began with its conquest of the North American 
continent. The Allied strategic bombing campaigns 
in World War II killed 353,000 Germans,34 and 
approximately 330,000 Japanese civilians were killed 
by American bombs.35 The United States dropped 
more than seven million tons of explosives during 
the war in Indochina36 and should be held responsible 
for the more than 600,000 civilian deaths in that 
war.37 In the past three decades, U.S. military action 
has been directly or indirectly responsible for the 
deaths of 250,000 Muslims in Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
the Balkans.38 U.S. drones tracking terrorists in at 
least five countries have killed an unknown number 
of innocent civilians.

Third, while the United States proclaims its 
devotion to human rights and international law, 
it has refused to sign most human rights treaties, 
including the Ottawa Landmines Treaty,39 and is 
not a party to the International Criminal Court.40 

Nor has the United States energetically moved in 
the direction of decommissioning its vast nuclear 
arsenal, as it committed to do, in principle, when 
it acceded to the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT). In 
the face of such facts, how dare the United States 
claim to be devoted to the rule of law.

Fourth, the United States has often made common 
cause with some of the worst dictators and human-
rights-abusing regimes. Nor has its own record been 
without blemish: The abuse of prisoners at Abu 
Ghraib and the Bush administration’s reliance on 

34  Richard Overy, The Bombers and the Bombed: Allied Air War Over Europe, 1940–1945 (New York: Viking, 2014), 304–7. 

35  Michael Tillman, Whirlwind: The Air War Against Japan 1942–1945 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 256.  

36  Michael Clodfelter, Vietnam in Military Statistics: A History of the Indochina Wars, 1792–1991 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1995), 225.

37  Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 442–53.

38  I am by no means convinced of these figures, to say nothing of the blithe assumptions of “direct or indirect responsibility,” but they are a 
customary feature of the critique and it would not change minds if the numbers were significantly less (even if more accurate).

39  Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on Their Destruction; see treaty status 
information at http://www.icbl.org/en-gb/the-treaty/treaty-status.aspx.

40  For a summary of the U.S. policy toward the court per an Obama administration National Security Strategy, see: https://www.state.gov/j/gcj/
icc/.

41  See Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States (New York: Harper, 1980), 362; Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition and 
the Men Who Made It (New York: Knopf, 1948), 266; and “Trials of the Great War 1914–2014: War and the American Century,” https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=E_hNqxTp3UI; Craig Calhoun, Frederick Cooper, and Kevin W. Moore, eds., Lessons of Empire: Imperial Histories and American Power 
(New York: New Press, 2006); Michael Mann, Incoherent Empire (London: Verso, 2003). 

42  55 Cong. Rec. 1, 120 (1917).

43  Walt, “Myth of American Exceptionalism.” See also Ishaan Tharoor, “Don’t Forget How the Soviet Union Saved the World from Hitler,” Washington 
Post, May 8, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/05/08/dont-forget-how-the-soviet-union-saved-the-world-from-
hitler/.

44  Walt, “Myth of American Exceptionalism.”

45  A National Security Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement, White House (July 1994), 5, http://nssarchive.us/NSSR/1994.pdf. 

torture and preventive detention are well-known. 
President Obama’s decision to conduct drone 
warfare without judicial warrants and even to wage 
war with questionable congressional authority 
suggests that such abuses are not a partisan or 
unusual matter. How dare the United States claim 
to be committed to human rights and due process.

Fifth, U.S. claims to have defeated aggression in the 
20th century ring hollow when the history of 20th-
century conflicts is actually consulted. Although 
Americans tend to congratulate themselves for 
winning World War I, there are scholars who 
think the U.S. entry into the war only once the 
great European empires were thoroughly depleted 
was really aimed at succeeding those empires as 
the master of the international scene.41 Woodrow 
Wilson may have proclaimed the war a fight to make 
the world “safe for democracy,”42 but anyone can see 
in retrospect — it is asserted — that it was really 
the opening salvo in an effort to build an American 
empire in Europe. 

Critics also argue that, although Americans 
similarly congratulate themselves for having won 
World War II, most of the fighting was done in 
Eastern Europe and the main burden of defeating 
Hitler’s war machine was borne by the Soviet 
Union.43 And while Americans also tend to think they 
won the Cold War all by themselves, they ignore the 
contributions of the courageous dissidents whose 
resistance to communist rule produced the “velvet 
revolutions” of 1989.44

Sixth, although President Bill Clinton said that the 
United States was “indispensable to the forging of 
stable political relations,”45 and his secretary of state, 
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Madeleine Albright, even referred to the United 
States as “the indispensable nation,”46 we will soon 
find out whether this is really true. Like the little 
boy who finds himself at the head of a marching 
band and thinks he is leading it through the streets, 
should the little boy turn down an alleyway, the 
band will go on without him. What states look to 
the United States for moral and political leadership 
today, critics ask? As Donald Tusk, the president 
of the European Council, remarked, today America 
doesn’t have “that many” friends.47

Thus runs what one may call the “outer critique”: 
the exposé of the true history (it is said) of America’s 
interaction with the international system. Now let 
us engage these critiques, seriatim.

It may be best to concede that every society and 
every state not only claims to be exceptional but is, 
in fact, exceptional. However, they are exceptional 
not in the way that Obama proclaimed: that every 
state, like every child, is “exceptional.”48 Instead, 

46   Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright, interview by Matt Lauer, Today Show, NBC, Feb. 19, 1998, https://1997-2001.state.gov/
statements/1998/980219a.html.

47 Remarks by President Donald Tusk on E.U.-NATO cooperation, European Council, July 10, 2018, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/
press-releases/2018/07/10/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-on-eu-nato-cooperation/.

48  Schake, “Trump Doctrine Is Winning.”

what makes a society exceptional is simply what 
defines it in contrast to other societies. What makes 
a Japanese or an Australian not a Frenchman or a 
Ugandan is a function of his or her country and its 
culture and history. What makes a state exceptional 
is its unique constitutional ethos — the way it 
deploys its sovereignty to achieve legitimacy in the 
eyes of its people and territorial integrity in the face 
of its adversaries. This account of exceptionalism 
does not make the United States or any other 
state uniquely virtuous or successful, although the 
constitutional institutions that each state creates 
will channel the virtue of its citizens and martyrs 
and can accelerate its successes. It really does 
not say much at all except that it is important to 
determine the “nature of the exception” — how the 
state determines who will decide the ambit of law. 
In the case of the United States, this is its greatest 
legacy — not the hamburger, not the Corvette, not 
jazz or baseball — but the daring constitutional 

innovation by which the State was put under law. 
That America has sometimes failed to live up to 
that legacy only means that it is fallible. Indeed, 
the self-criticism that points out these flaws is 
actually a necessary part of such a pluralist, yet 
individualist, system.

Now let us try a thought experiment as we work 
our way through the various charges of the “outer” 
indictment against the United States. Let us 
imagine the present as if the past simply omitted 
the role of the United States in world affairs.

Such a thought experiment is merely a heuristic 
device to overcome the Anachronistic Fallacy that 
underlies so much of both the outer and inner 
critiques of American behavior. That Fallacy occurs 
when we transport our current context — not just 
its technology and wealth but its attitudes and 
mores — to earlier periods. Why, for example, 
didn’t earlier societies treat infectious diseases 
more successfully? Koch’s postulates weren’t 
“discovered”; they were formulated using ideas that 
had been present in many cultures for centuries. 
Should we reproach our ancestors for not having 
figured this out earlier? Or must we concede that 
without something like these postulates, the 
causal connection between disease and germs isn’t 
apparent? The Anachronistic Fallacy enshrines 
itself in an attitude that everything about the 
present can be held fixed and imported into the 
past even though the present is a result of the 
past.49

It is true that by purchasing the Louisiana 
Territory from France and by pacifying lands 
through countless aggressions and defensive 
battles against the native population of the 
continent, the United States created an empire 
on our island continent. It is also true that along 
with these strategic accessions, including those of 
the Mexican War, the United States brought the 
American political culture westward. Would the 
West and Southwest have been better off today 
if California and Texas had remained under a 
European emperor like Napoleon or the Mexican 

49  Note, this is not the same as saying we must not judge an earlier society by our current moral, political, and aesthetic values; as I remark later 
in the essay, “Who else’s judgments would we apply,” the consciousnesses of earlier cultures being so inaccessible to us.

50  See Jeffrey P. Blick, “The Iroquois Practice of Genocidal Warfare (1534–1787),” Journal of Genocide Research 3, no. 3 (2001): 405–29, https://
doi.org/10.1080/14623520120097215. 

51  “Author Changes His Mind on ’70s Manifesto,” New York Times, May 23, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/24/books/eduardo-galeano-
disavows-his-book-the-open-veins.html.

52  See Simón Bolívar’s Letter from Jamaica, Sept. 6, 1815. “As long as our countrymen do not acquire the abilities and political virtues that 
distinguish our brothers of the north, wholly popular systems, far from working to our advantage, will, I greatly fear, bring about our downfall. … 
Although I seek perfection for the government of my country, I cannot persuade myself that the New World can, at the moment, be organized as 
a great republic. Since it is impossible, I dare not desire it; yet much less do I desire to have all America a monarchy because this plan is not only 
impracticable but also impossible. Wrongs now existing could not be righted, and our emancipation would be fruitless. The American states need 
the care of paternal governments to heal the sores and wounds of despotism and war.” Selected Writings of Bolivar, trans. Lewis Bertrand (New 
York: Colonial Press, 1951). Accessed via Brown University Center for Digital Scholarship: https://library.brown.edu/create/modernlatinamerica/
chapters/chapter-2-the-colonial-foundations/primary-documents-with-accompanying-discussion-questions/document-2-simon-bolivar-letter-from-
jamaica-september-6-1815/.

dictator Santa Ana, even if we assume that his 
attitude toward slavery was preferable? Even if 
we concede that the life of the Native Americans 
was better before their defeat, despite their own 
internecine campaigns of ethnic cleansing against 
each other,50 would this way of life have prevailed 
against the Spanish conquistadors? It didn’t in 
South America, where the native populations were 
better armed and organized to resist invasion than 
their northern counterparts. Have those states 
fared better with the legacy of Iberian colonial 
culture? Has the rule of law prospered as a guiding 
principle in politics even at the hortatory level? I 
am aware of the critique that American meddling 
and exploitation in Latin America have given rise 
to a structure of plunder that is responsible for 
the chronic poverty and underdevelopment there. 
Without addressing the economic merits of this 
description — which is sometimes reduced to 
“We’re poor; it’s their fault”51 — does it lead to the 
conclusion that the U.S. presence in the hemisphere 
prevented its liberal practices and traditions from 
flourishing in Latin America? Those revolutionary 
leaders who expelled the European colonialists in 
the early 19th century felt otherwise.52

The strategic bombing campaigns against 
Germany and Japan had elements that today 
one might think of as war crimes — the pitiless 
attacks against urban populations, for example. 
But those campaigns, fought with less precision 
and with cruder aerial weapons than are now 
deployed, played a crucial role in the defeat of 
the fascist dictatorships. Would those wars have 
been won without the Americans (and without 
their sometimes ruthless tactics)? If it is true, as 
I believe, that the atomic weapons used against 
Japan discredited Japanese fascism in the eyes of 
its own people, what would have been the outcome 
had there been no Manhattan Project? Besides the 
United States, only Germany had the technology, 
organized technocracy, and wealth to create 
nuclear weapons during World War II — suppose it 
had? If the Americans had not fought in the Pacific, 
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would China and Korea have been liberated? If 
so, by whom? It is worth recalling that the Soviet 
Union did not even declare war against Japan until 
the Americans had used the atomic bomb against 
Hiroshima.53

The U.S. mission in Vietnam did not achieve 
its war aim of preserving the South Vietnamese 
regime, but it did buy time for the other states in 
the region. No less an authority than Lee Kuan 
Yew54 stated many times that without the U.S. 
effort in Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Thailand, and perhaps even the Philippines would 
have become communist states.55 His point is that 
the widely assumed discrediting of the “domino 
theory” only possesses a superficial credence 
because the United States did in fact intervene 
in Southeast Asia. The American occupation of 
Iraq was a fiasco, but can it really be assumed 
that the world would be safer today if Saddam 
Hussein and his psychopathic dynasty were still 
in power in Baghdad? Based on the testimony of 
his own scientists, Saddam planned to seek nuclear 
weapons at the earliest possible moment after 
sanctions were loosened56 — sanctions that were 
themselves unraveling before the U.S. invasion.57 Is 
it even conceivable that there would have been an 
agreement with Iran to cease production of nuclear 
weapons if Saddam were still in power? With 
respect to the suffering of the Iraqi people that 
the invasion and its aftermath brought, it seems 
highly relevant that, however much they rightly 
condemn the U.S.-led coalition’s failures during the 
occupation, a large majority of Iraqis, when polled 
in the early months of the occupation, supported 
the coalition’s invasion and removal of Saddam, 
saying it was “worth it.”58

U.S. drones and special operations forces do 
inadvertently kill civilians. But are the number of 
civilian casualties not dramatically reduced by using 
drones and special forces instead of high-altitude 

53  Though violent clashes had occurred in 1939 between the two powers.

54  First prime minister of Singapore and leader of the People’s Action Party that campaigned for Singapore’s independence from Britain.

55  See, e.g., Lee Kuan Yew, From Third World to First: The Singapore Story, 1965–2000 (New York: HarperCollins, 2000), 467, 573.

56  See statement by David Kay on the interim progress report on the activities of the Iraq Survey Group, hearing before the House Permanent 
Select Committee on Intelligence, House Appropriations Committee’s subcommittee on defense, and the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, 
Oct. 2, 2003, https://www.cia.gov/news-information/speeches-testimony/2003/david_kay_10022003.html.

57  David Rieff, “Were Sanctions Right?” New York Times, July 27, 2003, https://www.nytimes.com/2003/07/27/magazine/were-sanctions-right.
html.

58  Richard Burkholder, “Gallup Poll of Iraq: Liberated, Occupied, or in Limbo?” Gallup, April 28, 2004, https://news.gallup.com/poll/11527/gallup-
poll-iraq-liberated-occupied-limbo.aspx.

59  Daniel L. Byman, “Why Drones Work: The Case for Washington’s Weapon of Choice,” Brookings Institution, June 17, 2013, https://www.
brookings.edu/articles/why-drones-work-the-case-for-washingtons-weapon-of-choice/. 

60  See Oona A. Hathaway, “Between Power and Principle: An Integrated Theory of International Law,” University of Chicago Law Review 72 (2005): 
469, 499. “States that are more likely to engage in domestic enforcement of the terms of international legal agreements are therefore less likely to 
commit to them in the first place, all other things held equal.”

61  See Michael Cotey Morgan, The Final Act (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018).

bombing?59 Is it true that countries that suffer from 
terrorist attacks, countries that implore the United 
States to aid their armed struggles, would be 
better off if America ceased trying to cripple those 
malevolent and savage terror networks? Would 
there be fewer Muslim deaths if the Islamic State 
still reigned over much of Iraq and Syria? Is Syria 
today better off because the United States chose 
not to intervene in force?

What about the claim that the United States is 
hypocritical in its promotion of human rights and 
international law? It is true that America, along with 
other democracies, has refused to sign a number 
of human rights treaties that have been signed by 
dictators. However, scholars have persuasively 
argued that this is because the United States 
actually enforces those treaties in its domestic 
courts and therefore has to be very careful about 
its commitments.60 Dictators, on the other hand, 
can sign whatever they please, knowing that such 
treaties amount to nothing but scraps of paper in 
their judicial systems. Is it really the case that the 
cause of human rights around the world would 
be further advanced today without the American 
efforts that fostered these rights? Without 
the Helsinki Accords?61 Without the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights? 

Landmines are useful in military defense because 
they persist — that is, they do not fail when a 
tactical position is lost, and they do not require 
the presence of troops to maintain a position in 
order to give fire. This is also why landmines pose 
a humanitarian problem. Long after the battle 
is over, they continue to explode when innocent 
civilians set them off. As a matter of technology, 
however, this does not have to be the case. Timing 
mechanisms can be used that cause landmines to 
deactivate within as little as a few hours or as long 
as 30 days, which is the maximum allowed under the 
Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons, to 

which the United States is a party.62 By contrast, the 
Ottawa Convention of 1997, the Landmines Treaty, 
to which the United States is not a party, bans only 
anti-personnel mines and freely permits all types 
of anti-vehicular mines.63 Yet few members of the 
public seem to realize that anti-vehicular mines 
can be every bit as dangerous to civilians as anti-
personnel mines. Indeed, persistent anti-vehicular 
mines kill innocent civilians trying to use roads, 
thus preventing refugees from returning to their 
homes and keeping humanitarian assistance from 
reaching them. The public seems to be generally 
unaware that this treaty bans only one class of 
explosives or that the U.S. policy of deploying 
time-sensitive mines — mines that effectively turn 
themselves off — would do far more to reduce 
civilian casualties if it were universally adopted. 
In any case, it has been U.S. policy not to use any 
persistent landmines since 2010 and this policy 
covers all mines, those that target persons as well 
as vehicles.64

But why doesn’t the United States simply cease 
using landmines? To do so would mean removing 
mines from the 38th parallel that separates North 
from South Korea — virtually the only place where 
the United States currently deploys mines. It is 
a no man’s land where a highly dangerous and 
unpredictable regime has more than one million 
active soldiers in its military, with 70 percent of its 
ground forces positioned south of the Pyongyang-
Wonsan line, most less than 100 miles from Seoul.65 

Without mines, no realistic conventional force 
could protect South Korea’s capital — which is less 
than 35 miles from the Demilitarized Zone — from 
a surprise attack by North Korean forces. Would 
it really be a step toward peace on the peninsula 
to remove this barrier? Suppose the United States 
stopped trying to defend South Korea. Would the 
Canadians and Swedes, who have been the most 
critical of the American deployment of landmines, 
be willing to take up these responsibilities with their 
own forces? Would South Korea long be content 
to remain a nonnuclear power when it becomes 
clear, as it will, that North Korea’s acquisition of 
nuclear weapons has been in service of that state’s 
aggrandizement? Would Japan? Surely the resulting 

62  Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons; see Protocol on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use 
of Mines, Booby-Traps and Other Devices, Technical Annex 3(a).

63  See Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on Their Destruction, Art. 1, § 
1(a).

64  For more on U.S. policy on landmines, see: https://2001-2009.state.gov/t/pm/wra/c11735.htm.  

65  Dave Majumdar, “North Korea’s Army by the Numbers: 4,300 Tanks and 200,000 Lethal Special Forces,” National Interest, Feb. 1, 2018, http://
nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/north-koreas-army-by-the-numbers-4300-tanks-200000-lethal-24301.

66  See, for example, “Graner Gets 10 Years for Abu Ghraib Abuse,” Associated Press, Jan. 16, 2005, https://web.archive.org/
web/20121231082819/http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/6795956; “Harman Found Guilty for Abu Ghraib,” Army News Service, May 19, 2005, https://
web.archive.org/web/20071123112051/http://www4.army.mil/news/article.php?story=7348; “Two More Soldiers Sentenced for Abu Ghraib Abuse,” 
Army News Service, Feb. 10, 2005, https://web.archive.org/web/20050915220948/http://www4.army.mil/ocpa/read.php?story_id_key=6843.

nuclear proliferation to these states would not 
bring about a safer and more humane world.

What about the International Criminal Court? 
What is America afraid of? That it would lose its 
impunity to commit war crimes? In the first place, 
it is important to remember that even if the United 
States were a party to the treaty that created the 
International Criminal Court, the jurisdiction of that 
tribunal would engage only when the United States 
fails to prosecute its war criminals. Yet, in 2005, 
U.S. military tribunals handed down stiff sentences 
to prison guards who abused Iraqi prisoners.66 Of 
course, there is more to it than that. In fact, the 

U.S. government fears prosecutions by the court 
— unlike those prosecutions that are authorized 
and instructed by the U.N. Security Council, whose 
tribunals the United States supports — because it 
fears these would tip the balance against American 
intervention in marginal theaters, eroding the 
already vanishing public support in America for 
humanitarian intervention. Today, the world order 
depends upon American soldiers to protect human 
rights in Kosovo, Bosnia, Somalia, Haiti, and many 
other places. The spectacle of U.S. soldiers being 
tried before a foreign tribunal for acts committed 
while in the service of such interventions should 
give pause to anyone who wishes to persuade 
Washington to undertake those missions. It is 
difficult enough to muster public and congressional 
support for such deployments. The tragedies in 
Somalia, for example, led directly to the horrors 
in Rwanda because once American soldiers had 
been murdered and mutilated in Mogadishu there 
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was no political will to engage them again in an 
African humanitarian mission. U.S. missions only 
make things worse, it is often said. So, suppose 
the Americans didn’t go abroad. Consider what life 
would be like now in the Balkans.

When President Lyndon B. Johnson overruled 
the unanimous opinion of his advisers to press 
for the creation of the NPT regime, he may well 
have hoped that someday the world would be rid 
of nuclear weapons. This hope is enshrined in the 
treaty. But would the world be safer — would there 
be fewer states with nuclear weapons — if the 
American nuclear deterrent that protects so many 
other states was withdrawn? For technological and 
economic reasons, the United States may be the 
one nuclear power that could dispense with its 
nuclear arsenal. If it did, would the net number of 
nuclear powers actually decrease in the frenzy of 
rearmament that would ensue? 

The fourth charge of this “outer” indictment 
implies that war crimes, torture, and extrajudicial 
killings are as American as apple pie. Many states 
have resorted to torture — Britain in Ireland, 
France in Algeria, Israel in Palestine — and often 
on a scale considerably greater than the American 
abuses. It seems worth noting that the U.S. abuses, 
at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo for example, were 
not exposed simply by intrepid journalists and 
litigators but by the U.S. Armed Forces themselves. 
The point isn’t that the American constitutional 
ethos ensures that the United States will not 
commit terrible wrongs but that it makes it possible 
— indeed depends upon — the United States 
owning up to its errors and attempting to avoid 
their repetition. In fact, a nuanced and accurate 
assessment of American action, when it succeeds 
in upholding the professed values of its ethos as 
well as when it fails, is both consistent with our 
constitutional principles and a necessary guide to a 
stronger footing in establishing a global order that 
reflects those values.

The charge that drone warfare amounts to 
extrajudicial killing not only misunderstands 
changes underway in the nature of warfare,67 it 

67  See Philip Bobbitt, “The ACLU Goes to War,” Just Security, Nov. 25, 2016, https://www.justsecurity.org/34885/aclu-war/.

68  See Antony Beevor, “Freedom Sweeps Europe — But at What Cost?” Guardian, Sept. 10, 2009, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/
sep/10/second-world-war-liberation-europe; see also Antony Beevor: “Hitler’s anger with Goering over the Luftwaffe’s inability to stop Allied 
bombers getting through, forced Nazi Germany to withdraw the bulk of its fighter squadrons and its 88mm anti-aircraft guns from the eastern 
front to defend the Reich. By 1944, there were just 1,200 heavy anti-aircraft guns left for the whole of the eastern front, yet more than 7,000 
back in Germany. And if these 88mm anti-aircraft guns, which were also the most devastating anti-tank weapons of the whole war, had not been 
withdrawn from the eastern front, even more Soviet soldiers would have died. But the most decisive contribution to the outcome of the war was 
the withdrawal of Luftwaffe fighter formations from the eastern front to defend German cities. This gradually tipped the balance of air superiority 
on the eastern front away from the Luftwaffe, to such a degree that by 1944, it could hardly send any reconnaissance flights over Soviet lines. 
This allowed the Red Army to prepare the huge deceptions which culminated in Operation Bagration, the destruction of Army Group Centre in 
Belorussia, the most devastating victory of the whole war.” Antony Beevor, email message to the author.

69  Werner Reutter, “Who’s Afraid of Angela Merkel? The Life, Political Career, and Future of the New German Chancellor,” International Journal 61, 
no. 1 (2005/2006): 214, 216, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40204139. 

also fails to comprehend the constitutional system 
by which actors other than courts play a role in 
waging wars and in ensuring their lawfulness.

Addressing the fifth charge that the United 
States entered World War I to further its economic 
interests and to provide the basis for an American 
imperial role in Europe, it is hard to credit that 
anyone familiar with Wilson’s policies truly 
believes him to have been seeking such a role in 
Europe (or anywhere else). The suggestion is not 
only ahistorical, it is laughable. The principle of 
self-determination with which Wilson is most 
prominently associated is anathema to the very 
concept of empire, as the empires that began World 
War I discovered for themselves. 

Nor is it germane to the question of the American 
contribution to the defeat of the Nazis in World 
War II to observe that the great sufferings and 
sacrifices of the Soviet Union are also responsible 
for the defeat of Germany. Again, consider a 
counterfactual: Is there a military strategist or 
historian alive who believes the Soviet Union 
could have successfully resisted Germany without 
American aid, without a second front, and without 
American strategic bombing? Aerial bombing of 
German cities forced Germany to move its fighter 
aircraft away from the Russian front, giving Soviet 
arms air superiority. Perhaps equally important, 
Germany was compelled to move its 88mm anti-
aircraft guns back to Germany when these were the 
most effective anti-tank weapons against Russian 
forces.68

As for the Cold War, the United States, of 
course, did not win it alone. Far from it. Indeed, 
U.S. strategy was to build alliances so that it 
could win with the help of others. But rather 
than solicit the opinion of critics who decried the 
American policy of containment at the time, why 
not ask the dissidents themselves in the states 
that were liberated? Do they believe that without 
the American presence in Germany the Berlin Wall 
would have come crashing down? Why not ask 
Angela Merkel, who grew up in East Germany?69

Finally, although it may seem hubristic to cast 

the United States as “the indispensable nation,”70 
to use this claim as a slur raises many questions. 
For example, indispensable to what? I’ve tried to 
give a number of examples in which American 
participation abroad, often in the face of powerful 
domestic opposition, has proved a decisive 
force for good. But perhaps the more important 
question today is, if not the United States — if 
not U.S. leadership of the world order that was 
established with America’s allies after World War 
II — then to which state should that leadership 
be committed? To the European Union? To China? 
To Russia and Iran? To a deadlocked U.N. Security 
Council? Perhaps the proffered answer is that 
there should be no leader, that the world we seek 
should be multipolar. Well, that has been tried. The 
multipolar world brought us both World War I and 
World War II. No single state was powerful enough 
to prevent either of those conflicts. Is it just a 
coincidence that the number of wars in the world, 
and the number of deaths both of soldiers and 
civilians, has dramatically declined since America 
took up its role as leader of the Alliance?

III. The Inner Critique

This essay began by discussing the subject 
of constitutional law and now has strayed into 
strategy. Such is the stuff of the “outer critique” 
because it claims that America’s diplomatic and 
strategic initiatives have been a sham, that it’s 
just old-fashioned rent-seeking, in contrast to 
the inspiring claims made by the architects of 
the current world order. Thus, it should not 
surprise anyone that the “inner critique” focuses 
on discrediting the heroic myths of America’s 
own history. For law, strategy, and history are 
intertwined in a way that the separated academic 
disciplines tend to obscure. As disciplines, each 
has its own understanding of causal dynamics, 
and practitioners are loath to increase, rather 
than reduce, the multiplicity of causal accounts by 
suggesting that some factor outside their own field 
is at work. Within each subject — law, strategy, and 
history — academics and analysts expect economic 
or political or perhaps sociological causes to 
account for developments. They are unlikely to 
see any necessary relations among these three 
classical ideas themselves. They do not appear to 
depend upon each other.

70  See footnote 31.

71  Multilateral Treaty of Peace with Japan, Sept. 8, 1951, 3 U.S.T. 3169.

72  Surrender by Japan, Terms Between the United States of America and the Other Allied Powers and Japan, Sept. 2, 1945, U.S.–Japan, 59 Stat. 
1733.

73  See Bobbitt, Shield of Achilles, 5–6.

Historians record how events in one arena can 
affect events in another. A war is won, and the 
peace conference that ends the war writes the 
ensuing international law in the victor’s terms. Or 
a war is lost, and a new constitutional structure 
is imposed. The first happened after World War 
II in San Francisco;71 the second, at about the 
same time, in Tokyo.72 Thus, the outcomes of 
strategy change law — and it becomes history. 
Or, a revolution changes the constitutional order 
of a state, replacing the aristocratic armies of the 
18th-century territorial state with the mass armies 
of conscripts of the imperial state nation, enabling 
Napoleon to conquer Europe. Thus, constitutional 
law shapes strategy, and this too is called history. 
Or, new developments come into play — a new 
religion drives migration across a continent or 
technological innovation creates a mobile cannon 
— and an empire falls, and with its strategic 
collapse, its laws also die. 

While such examples are familiar, we are inclined 
to see their inter-relationship — the relationship 
among law, strategy, and history — as the byproduct 
of cause and effect, the result of developments of 
which history is simply the record. But history is not 
brought into being by context, whether strategic 
or legal. History brings context into being. And as 
this context unfolds, strategy and law are made 
manifest in events. It is therefore hardly surprising 
that the “inner critique” would be an attack on the 
American perception of its own history. 

For law and strategy are not merely made 
in history — a sequence of events and 
culminating effects — they are made of 
history. It is the self-portrayal of a society 
that enables it to have an identity. Without 
this self-portrayal, this identity, a society 
cannot establish its rule by law because every 
system of laws depends upon the continuity 
of legitimacy, which is an attribute of identity. 
Furthermore, without such a self-portrayal, 
no society can pursue a rational strategy 
because it is the identity of the society that 
strategy seeks to promote, protect, and 
preserve. One might say that without its own 
history, its self-understanding, no society 
can have either law or strategy, because it 
cannot be constituted as an independent 
political entity.73
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The view of American history that forms the 
basis for the “inner critique” claims that the U.S. 
national narrative is born in original sin, three sins, 
actually: slavery, the theft of land, and genocide. 
On this telling of the American story, the United 
States has grown powerful owing to monstrous 
crimes. That history cannot provide Americans 
with a common morality, or common heroes, or a 
common etiquette where national symbols, like the 
American flag or an unsingable national anthem, 
are concerned because to make common cause 
with these cultural artifacts is to drink the draughts 
that have poisoned U.S. history from the founding. 
This account has significant implications for world 
order and for the U.S. defense of that order. 

Indeed, the connection between the inner and 
outer critiques now becomes clear: They are a 
combined effort to dismantle the foundation 
of America’s international behavior, which is 
America’s confidence in the constitutional ethos 
that makes the United States exceptional. As the 
writer I quoted at the outset of this essay put it, 

The American myth is at a crossroads. Our 
old stories will not save us. We need a new 
way to understand ourselves … Our new story 
would admit that much of our democracy 
has grown despite the rules and myths of 
the Founders and the frontier, not because 
of them. Freed of those rules and myths … we 
would be less eager to use our war machine 
and to spend so much of our wealth upon it. 
More aware of our own sins, we would feel 
less driven to avenge them abroad.74 

One seldom sees such a frank admission of the 
synergy of outer and inner critique. And it’s not 
hard to see the sort of constitutional rules the 
author has in mind. At one point in his essay, 
he complains that the Constitution forbids 
legislatures from abrogating private contracts 
as if this was a telling exposé of the class bias 
of the Constitution’s ratifiers (very few of whom 
were creditors) and not in fact a rule that actually 
protects the availability and lowers the costs 
of credit in a developing economy. In any case, 
this is hardly what is exceptional about the U.S. 
Constitution. What made the Constitution unique 
among modern states is the decisive role it gives 

74  Schmitt, Politische Theologie (emphasis added).

75  Brief for the United States on the Merits Question, United States v. Windsor, 570 U.S. 744 (2013) (No. 12-307), https://www.justice.gov/sites/
default/files/osg/briefs/2012/01/01/2012-0307.mer.aa.pdf.

76  See Paul Finkelman, “How the Proslavery Constitution Led to the Civil War,” Rutgers Law Journal 43, no. 3 (2013): 405, https://papers.ssrn.
com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2243060.

77  South Carolina and Georgia both voted for a proposal to count slaves “as equal to Whites in the apportionment of Representation.” See 
Madison Debates, “Wednesday, July 11, 1787,” Yale Law School Avalon Project, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/debates_711.asp.

to law and, in constitutional law, to the individual 
conscience. It is true that the Constitution forbids 
the federal and state governments from coercing 
the press or establishing religious orthodoxy, 
including requiring a religious test for office; that 
it protects free speech and requires the equal 
protection of the laws for all persons — not just 
citizens — and insists on due process in the 
application of its rules. The constitutions of many 
countries do these things. More importantly, 
America’s Constitution limits the scope as well as 
the application of state power. It does not allow 
the State to determine where its citizens shall live, 
whom they shall marry, how many children a family 
can have, or what profession or trade to pursue 
not through the granting of rights but through 
the withholding of power. It does not define the 
“nation” as an ethnic or religious or racial group 
but as a body of citizens. It does not enshrine a 
popular democracy with the power to oppress 
by means of the law but, instead, aims to protect 
democracy with complicated structures — like the 
protection of civil contracts, including marriage75 

— that safeguard human rights. By these means it 
seeks to transmute deadly political questions into 
legal ones.

The original, unamended Constitution was 
written in the context of a particular way of life 
that was shared by the European societies that 
had colonized the Americas. That worldview was 
patriarchal, racist, and imperialistic, and America 
lives with its consequences and, for some few, 
even its ideology — although that worldview is no 
longer widely held in those countries. The Three-
Fifths Compromise, for example, is often cited as 
a constitutional concession to the Southern states 
that allowed for counting slaves in determining 
the census, which was the basis for representation 
in the House of Representatives.76 But it is also 
true that this provision, similar to the decision to 
count children and women in the census, aligns 
with the idea that a male head of family represents 
the household — including any slaves who lived 
there. That slaves were counted only as three-
fifths of a person was resented and objected to by 
white Southerners,77 only 5 percent of whom ever 
owned a slave. Indeed, this figure underscores the 
conclusion that racism and patriarchy, rather than 
mere slavery, were at the heart of the dispute that 

divided the Union: Perhaps as many as a third of 
white Southerners were members of households 
that owned slaves and thus subordinated them 
regardless of ownership..78 This does not exonerate 
that generation but simply gives a clearer 
description of the cultural basis for American 
constitutional practices. A Constitution cannot be 
better than its people, but it can provide for the 
ways in which the People can change because 
their values are not only reflected in law, they are 
shaped by it.

Bear in mind that, in the 18th century, 
when the original constitution was drafted, 
most of the world’s slaves were owned by 
Europeans, Africans, and Ottoman Muslims. 
Many more slaves were brought through 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade to European 
colonies elsewhere (especially Brazil) than to 
North America.79 Slavery itself — the conquest of 
captives who were sold into bondage and traded 
like chattel — was an ancient practice that thrived 
in many countries and in the empires of native 
peoples in the Americas. American and British 
opinion that despised slavery was a notable 
advance. What made American slavery so odious, 
however, and has left such a pernicious legacy was 
the racial element in American slavery, a result 
of 18th-century globalization and the slave trade 
with Africa, something that was deplored in the 
Declaration of Independence. There was no room 
in such an institution for an Epictetus. Thus, even 
freedmen were held by the U.S. Supreme Court to 
be ineligible for citizenship because race came to 
determine rights.80 Yet in other ways, the United 
States appeared more progressive than its peer 
countries at the time, for instance, in imposing no 
property ownership requirement to vote in federal 
elections.81 It required an internal war, the most 
costly in American lives of all U.S. wars combined, 
to correct this terrible and degrading defilement, 
but correct it the Americans did.

Would the American continent have remained 
unsettled by Europeans if the Anglo-Dutch colonies 
had never been established? Even assuming 
harmony among Native American tribes, such an 
assumption seems uninformed. Is it reasonable 
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to suppose that the other powers that coveted 
an American empire for themselves would have 
forborne the conquest of land from the Native 
Americans they found here? Or that slavery would 
not have come to the continent when those powers 
arrived with their own customs and practices? 
Were those countries less patriarchal, racist, and 
imperialist than Britain and the Netherlands? 
Was that the lesson of the French in Haiti or the 
Spanish in Latin America? And what exactly does 
“land theft” mean for states for whom conquest 

was legitimate under the law of nations, and for 
those native tribes whose nomadic practices defied 
the conventional concept of land ownership?

Let me be clear: My plea for historical realism 
cannot excuse slavery or genocide, acts that have 
been condemned for millennia. It cannot condone 
Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest’s or President Andrew 
Jackson’s racist policies. But it might give us a fuller 
picture of the intentions of Gen. Robert E. Lee, who 
detested slavery but shrank from the civil war he 
believed would attend immediate abolition,82 and 
President Sam Houston, who was a protégé and 
supporter of Jackson’s but who was adopted by 
the Cherokee and fought to expose the behavior of 
government agents against them..83 

For the purposes of this essay, the question is not 
whether America’s history is pristine but whether 
that history would have been better in some other 
country’s hands and, given how history unfolded, 
what efforts America has made to overcome its 
negative legacies because that overcoming is an 
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essential element in the ethos I have described 
above. 

If a people lose confidence in or despise or become 
disgusted by their history, it will result in their 
national enervation. It is evident that that is what the 
writer quoted above and many other critics of U.S. 
national security policy want. Perhaps this might be 
wise in some instances. You may want an aggressive 
society enervated, as the Germans and Japanese 
were after World War II. But a world order cannot 
be led or protected by a psychologically enfeebled 
society. With its allies, the United States created the 
current world order — the Charter of the United 
Nations, the Bretton Woods international financial 
system, the International Monetary Fund and World 
Bank, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. The 
United States did not act alone and could never have 
succeeded by trying to impose a post-war order. The 
United States sought, by benefiting others, to secure 
itself. Thus, the enervation of the United States can 
be costly to many states and is not just a matter of 
one actor sitting out the dance.

That is why the criticism that U.S. policy has 
been self-serving is so beside the point. Of course 
U.S. policy was self-serving; it would have been 
unsustainable otherwise. U.S. leadership attempted 
to serve American interests, however, by embedding 
the interests of other states in the United States’ 
calculus of costs and benefits.  

Such leadership imposes costs that will not 
be willingly borne by a society that believes its 
principal legacy is shame. In fact, such a society will 
turn inward toward the accumulation of material 
advantage because this is the surest means by 
which it can reassert its self-respect. Because of its 
pessimism and self-loathing, it will come to resent 
other states and hold them in contempt as the only 
way of salvaging its own history.

With its allies, America has created and led the 
current world order because it has been strategically 
successful — it is rich and powerful — and because 
it has put that leadership in service of democratic 
and humane principles — the source of its reliance 
on law. To give an unrealistic and fanciful account 
of America’s history — for the fancy of some of its 
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critics reflects their resentments and obsessions as 
fancies do — is to deny the true sources of that order 
to undermine it. And because strategy and law are 
made of history, this process works both ways: If the 
critiques are historically uninformed and naïve, then 
the defenses must take care not to degenerate into 
cheerleading,84 but must be historically well-formed 
and sophisticated enough to avoid anachronism. 
This is not simply a matter of research; it also 
requires imagination, for most peoples in the late 
20th and early 21st centuries have been spared and 
can scarcely imagine the atrocities that would have 
befallen them without U.S. leadership.85

This is not to say — I emphasize — that American 
history is unblemished, or a more morally admirable 
one than that of other societies. Far from airbrushing 
the past, America must take its historic wrongs — 
for example, against African Americans and Native 
Americans at home and against Southeast Asians 
and Filipinos abroad — and study them to create 
a future that is more humane and more inclusive. 
When it functions as it was designed to work, the 
operation of the American constitutional ethos 
requires criticism, debate, and decisions according 
to conscience.

IV. Disillusion Leads to Dissolution

Unfortunately, the loss of common ground — even 
the willingness to engage in debate and discussion 
with those with whom one disagrees — can be 
facilitated by the decentralized U.S. constitutional 
system with as-yet uncalculated consequences.

Thoughtful analysts such as the liberal James 
Fallows86 and the conservative David Brooks87 have 
celebrated the regeneration of the United States 
through the renewal of localities. While there are 
many inspiring stories — and not just in the United 
States,88 because the devolutionary change in the 
constitutional order I have described elsewhere89 is 
not limited to America — there are also grounds for 
concern about the “new localism.”90

Fission is what happens when the nucleus of 
a large atom splits into smaller nuclei. When an 
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and increase the scope and lower the cost of global 
transport. Most importantly, America has risked its 
own safety to guarantee the safety of other states. 
It was American leadership of that world order 
that ended the Cold War, that reversed the Iraqi 
annexation of Kuwait, that finally halted the ethnic 
cleansing in the Balkans, and that brought peace 
between Israel and Egypt. 

It is hardly implausible to say that had the 
American state not developed as it has, the world 
would be poorer, less free, and, above all, less 
hopeful. 

America can vindicate its role in defending the 
world order if it can maintain confidence in its 
constitutional and strategic values. Those values 
reflect the American assumptions that alliances 
are a strategic asset (America’s first foray into 
world affairs was the Monroe Doctrine, guaranteed 
by the British Royal Navy96); that public policy 
abroad, like policy at home, must reflect America’s 
values, because the assertion of U.S. interests is 
the assertion of U.S. values; that security, wealth, 
and freedom flourish in environments that aim to 
nurture them and therefore are not the result of 
a mercantile competition that assumes that one 
person’s gain is another’s loss. America will succeed 
because constitutional innovation and free markets 
and ingenious technology are endeavors America is 
good at. But if America betrays its constitutional 

ethos — what makes it exceptional but cannot by 
itself make it exceptionally virtuous or good — it 
will lose confidence and won’t even try. 

The weakest link in U.S. national strategy is a 
growing lack of confidence in America’s institutions, 
its heritage, and its goals. When America has 
succeeded as a country, it is because it has relied 
on a sense of purpose and a shared belief that it 
can and will do the right thing because — not in 
every case and every time — it has subscribed to 

96  See Jay Sexton, The Monroe Doctrine: Empire and Nation in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Hill and Wang, 2011).

97  Dexter Filkins, “Rex Tillerson at the Breaking Point,” New Yorker, Oct. 16, 2017, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/10/16/rex-
tillerson-at-the-breaking-point.

98  Jack M. Balkin, “Constitutional Rot” in Can It Happen Here? Authoritarianism in America, ed. Cass R. Sunstein (New York: Dey Street Books, 
2018). Also published by Yale Law School as Public Law Research Paper no. 604, https://ssrn.com/abstract=2992961.

the ideals of the American constitutional ethos, 
and it has taken pains to convince others that it 
would act in accordance with that ethos. Without 
this sense of past achievements and of struggles 
overcome, America will necessarily fail, because it 
will have defeated itself. Other states, motivated 
by different principles, will take up this role. As 
William Burns, former deputy secretary of state, 
put it, “We can shape things or wait to get shaped 
by China and everybody else.”97 Indeed, one can 
already see in the backlash that triumphed in the 
2016 presidential election, the disabling of those 
steps — like the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade 
agreement — that would have been positive steps 
in countering the de-stabilizing rise of China.

The rise of populist movements in the West, the 
rise of China in the East, and the growth of social 
media all have converged to undermine America’s 
commitment to democratic republics, which are 
the structural form of the U.S. constitutional ethos, 
an ethos of liberal values that the United States has 
championed in the international system.

The rise of these movements is widely taken 
to be an implicit criticism of that system. As 
has been observed earlier in this paper, it is an 
illiberal reaction to the unresponsiveness of the 
democratic political process. This reaction is 
supercharged by the growth of social media that 
bypasses the traditional processes of party politics 
and representative government. Perhaps equally 
important, social media platforms also bypass the 
intellectual gatekeepers of the mainstream media, 
upon which Americans have relied for a factual 
consensus to ground political debate. Champions 
of this development claim to be disenchanted 
with the corruption of the republican structure 
of representation. Thus, both populism and its 
developmental companion, social media, are fueled 
by disgust.

As Jack Balkin has put it, populists are angry 
about the democratic shortfall of government,98 and 
social media reflects anger about the unrepublican 
shortcomings of representation. The evidence, 
however, might be characterized differently.

One might say that only a few political scientists 
care about democracy per se — or republicanism 
for that matter — and, while they obsess about 

atom undergoes nuclear fission, a few neutrons 
are ejected from the reaction. These free neutrons 
then react with other isotopes, like uranium 235, 
and cause more fissions. This is the phenomenon 
known as a chain reaction. This “fissioning” is what 
is happening, at a varying but often accelerating 
pace, within the political society of the United 
States.  

In 2004, the writer Bill Bishop described a 
development he called “the Big Sort,”91 which traced 
the self-segregation of Americans into like-minded, 
evermore ideologically polarized communities. At 
the regional level, the sorting has been distinctly 
bicoastal, with New England, the mid-Atlantic, 
and Pacific regions growing more Democratic, 
while the West, Texas, and the South grew more 
Republican. At the same time, America’s coastal 
cities are becoming better educated, wealthier, 
and more cohesive while much of the center of the 
country is hollowing out. In most states, this trend 
has picked up momentum in the last 25 years. Just 
three states had less political polarization in 2012 
than in 1992.92 Like-minded people are clustering 
together, and clustering together seems to make 
people even more like-minded. Data from the 
2016 presidential election show that this sorting 
is actually increasing: Although the Democratic 
candidate decisively won the popular vote, she 
carried only 487 of the 3,141 counties.93 Four years 
before, Barack Obama won 689.94 In 20 years, one-
half the population will live in eight states; the 16 
most populous states will have about 70 percent of 
the population. This means that 34 states will have 
about 30 percent of America’s people.

This raises concerns that the people in two-
thirds of the states (34) — the number required 
to call a constitutional convention or propose 
constitutional amendments — could amount to 
far less than two-thirds of the population and, 
similarly, that the population of three-quarters of 
the states — 38 states — could ratify the results 
even though they contain far less than three-
quarters of the population.

Whatever the formal consequences of this 
demographic and political sorting, there is a real 
threat to America’s common tradition when states 
that have become overwhelmingly representative 

91 Bill Bishop, The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of Like-Minded America Is Tearing Us Apart (Wilmington, MA: Mariner Books, 2008).

92 Ron Johnston, David Manley, and Kelvyn Jones, “Spatial Polarization of Presidential Voting in the United States, 1992–2012,” 
Annals of the American Association of Geographers 106, no. 5 (2016): 1047, https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2016.1191991.

93  “Thanks to a Bad Map and Bizarre Math, Breitbart Can Report That Trump Won the REAL Popular Vote,” Washington Post, Nov. 15, 2016, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/11/15/thanks-to-a-bad-map-and-bizarre-math-breitbart-can-report-that-trump-won-the-
real-popular-vote/.

94  “Obama Won a Record-Low Share of U.S. Counties — But He Won Them Big,” NBC News, Dec. 4, 2012, http://www.nbcnews.com/
id/50073771/t/obama-won-record-low-share-us-counties-he-won-them-big/.

95  Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation: My Years in the State Department (New York: W.W. Norton, 1969), “Apologia Pro Libre Hoc” (1987).

of particular minorities — and I include white 
Anglo-Saxon Protestants — achieve overwhelming 
political power in the various states. For one 
thing, this could bring about a reversal of the 
constitutional dynamic of the last century and a 
half by which human rights were made uniform 
across all the states. Right now, a shoplifter or a 
bank robber arrested in Wyoming is read the same 
Miranda rights as one arrested in Florida. The same 
standards are applied banning prayer in schools, 
or forbidding the criminalization of abortion, or 
prohibiting the use of narcotics. This could change. 
Already, some states practice capital punishment 
while others do not — even though in most foreign 
states there is a uniform rule with respect to this 
question. In some instances, this fissioning of 
the national project might encourage welcome 
reform — I am thinking of the decriminalization of 
certain drug use. But there is also deadly risk to the 
American constitutional project in such market-
driven variation, which treats the citizen more like 
a consumer than a member of the national polity. 
For example, I need hardly observe that racializing 
discourse would add an accelerant to this fissioning 
that could prove fatal to the American project.

V. Overcoming

Reflecting on the effort to create a world order 
after World War II, Dean Acheson wrote that 
his task was “just a bit less formidable than that 
described in the first chapter of Genesis. That was 
to create a world out of chaos; ours, to create half a 
world, a free half, out of the same material without 
blowing the whole [thing up] in the process.”95

Acheson’s hope was to craft political and 
economic arrangements that would bind the anti-
communist world through the benefits conferred 
by free trade, stable currencies, and the example 
of liberal democracies that flourished in the 
atmosphere of tolerance and open debate. Since 
the end of World War II, this world order has 
achieved more, perhaps, than Acheson could have 
hoped for. The United States has contributed 
money and ideas to expand trade, fight disease, 
encourage the development of new technologies, 

•          •          •
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fundamental, not a transient, development. That 
development is the challenge to the current 
constitutional order of the United States and other 
dominant states by a new form of the State.103 
Absent this recognition, America is condemned 
to dealing with its problems piecemeal and 
ineffectively. But armed with this awareness, 
America can instead craft its own version of the 
coming constitutional order, just as it did with its 
predecessor within which we now live.

Second, America must recognize those common 
threats that beset the world order: climate change, 
networked terror, an increasingly febrile and 
fragile international financial system, and the 
proliferation of technologies of mass destruction 
that could lead to the use of nuclear and biological 
weapons. Failure to deal with all of these matters 
is destroying the legitimacy of the industrial 
nation-state. Third, the United States must use 
those techniques it is best at: assimilation and 
tolerance against terror; the ingenuity of markets 
and innovative technology to manage climate 
change and global financial connectedness; 
deterrence and — if necessary — intervention by 
an alliance against the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction. America knows that it knows 
how to do these things because it has done them 
successfully in the past.

If it is true that the international order is shaped 
by the most successful and dynamic constitutional 
order, then America must look to its domestic 
polity to begin these initiatives. As much as such 
efforts may cause unease, America must find a 
way to bring together the concerns of protesting 
students, grieving and outraged African-Americans 
who are victims of state violence, marginalized 
sexual groups of varying self-identification, 
working-class persons frustrated by apparently 
unstoppable immigration and evaporating 
economic opportunity, families discouraged by 
the coarsening of American life, and religious 
communities that feel themselves at war with the 
larger culture, along with the currently dispirited 
liberal advocates of tolerance, dispassion, and 
debate. That will mean inventing a constitutional 
order based on the traditional values of America’s 
democratic republic and legitimating its structure 
through an equal responsiveness to the concerns 

103  For a discussion of market-states in the context of contemporary international politics, see Philip Bobbitt, “States of Disorder,” New 
Statesman, March 1, 2016, https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2016/03/states-disorder. As constitutional orders are differentiated by 
their claims to legitimacy, one way to understand the industrial nation-state and its competitor the informational market-state is to specify their 
respective bases for legitimacy. Very roughly, the nation-states say, “Give us power and we will improve your well-being by using law to tame 
the operations of the market,” while market-states say, “Give us power and we will maximize your opportunities by using the market to make the 
society richer and more spacious.”

104  Winthrop’s speech can be read at http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=3918.

105  Harvard College was founded in 1636: https://college.harvard.edu/about/mission-and-vision.

of those currently alienated from that structure 
and to those who are alienated from the apparent 
shifts in that structure. In this task, the sheer 
bloody-mindedness of the current administration 
may be a solvent, dissipating the hardening molds 
of distrust and making possible a new era of faith 
in the American enterprise. As a start, the United 
States should consider some regime of reparations 
for African-Americans — who regardless of their 
relationship to the practice of racial slavery still 
labor under its legacy — and Native Americans 
whose treaties with the United States remain to 
be honored. It is not simply a matter of obligation 
to these groups so much as it is a matter of self-
respect. The way to redress foreign wrongs is 
to recover American self-confidence so that the 
United States can lead the international order to 
a prosperity and security that embraces all states 
that wish to participate in that order.

Although it has been routinely misinterpreted 
by American politicians — or perhaps because it 
has been so misinterpreted — I want to close with 
a reflection on John Winthrop’s famous speech 
charting a vision for the American colonists in 
1630. He said to the passengers of the Arbella, “We 
shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people 
are upon us.”104

By this Winthrop emphatically did not mean 
that the excellence of America’s example would 
be the marvel of the age or that the virtue of 
the immigrants he addressed would make their 
enterprise a success. On the contrary, he knew 
that Europeans expected this experiment to fail. 
This is what Winthrop meant when he warned 
that “the eyes of all people are upon us.” His words 
were a caution to the new Americans to behave 
themselves, to take up their grave responsibilities 
and face their equally grave challenges with a 
decent respect for the opinions of mankind.

An elected legislature was established. Ministers 
were prohibited from holding political office. 
Harvard College was founded six years later.105 All 
this was done without a formal charter from the 
British government.

No one can say where the American experiment 
is headed. Its strife and failures have also been 
a part, perhaps an indispensable part, of its 
triumphs. Its legacy — the American constitutional 

the unrepresentative nature of the Senate and 
the loss of civic virtue in politicians, the public 
is not similarly preoccupied. Rather, what 
motivates contemporary populists and social 
media movements are the expectations that their 
members should be treated like customers and 
consumers rather than citizens, and thus that 
they bear no responsibility for reforming the 
system through their own participation, other 
than simply going on to another carrier or vendor 
to satisfy their needs.

This attitude, reflected in various surveys, 
is especially worrying among the young.99 Not 
only is there an illiberal “cohort shift,” with 
young citizens today being more skeptical about 
democracy than their parents were at the same 
age, but Millennials are also more likely to 
denigrate democratic institutions and to express 
a preference for a shift — to the right in some 
places, to the left in others — away from their 
liberal democratic heritage.

In such a situation, the legitimacy of the State 
is put into play. It is a commonplace to say that 
the governments of the West are dysfunctional, 
but are there agreed-upon ends they are not 
functioning to achieve? A debate between Sanford 
Levinson and Balkin on this subject quickly 
revealed that “dysfunctional” was largely a label 
for “unable to pass the legislation I favor and 
that, I concede, is widely opposed.”100

The admiration and confidence accorded the 
governing operating systems of the democratic 
republics are waning, but it is not their 
functionality as operating systems so much as 
their legitimacy — the relationship of the State 
to the People — that is responsible for this. The 
industrial nation-state is increasingly unable to 
make the claim that it will improve the material 
well-being of its people, and this claim has been 
the basis of the legitimacy of this constitutional 
order for more than a century. In fact, with 
regard to the spread of nuclear and chemical 
weapons; the growth of global terror networks, 
international criminal conspiracies, and hacking 
threats; the frequency and virulence of epidemics; 
climate change; the fragility of national financial 
institutions; the protection of national morals 
and culture; and the use of law to enforce moral 

99  See Roberto Stefan Foa and Yascha Mounk, “The Danger of Deconsolidation,” Journal of Democracy 27, no. 3 (July 2016): 5, https://www.
journalofdemocracy.org/article/danger-deconsolidation-democratic-disconnect.

100  Sanford Levinson and Jack M. Balkin, “Democracy and Dysfunction: An Exchange,” Indiana Law Review 50 (posted online Aug. 8, 2016). Also 
published by Yale Law School as Public Law Research Paper no. 579, https://ssrn.com/abstract=2820202. 

101 Charles Rollet, “The Odd Reality of Life Under China’s All-Seeing Credit Score System,” Wired, June 5, 2018, https://www.wired.co.uk/
article/china-social- credit. 

102  Richard Wike, Jacob Poushter, and Hani Zainulbhai, “China and the Global Balance of Power,” Pew Research Center, June 29, 2016, http://
www.pewglobal.org/2016/06/29/3-china-and-the-global-balance-of-power/. 

codes, the State seems increasingly to be at a loss.
This is why the rise of China is salient for the 

constitutional order of democratic republics. 
China provides an alternative, undemocratic, 
unrepublican form of government that does seem 
to be able to affirm its basis for legitimacy. The 
Chinese regime appears capable of increasing 
the total wealth of society steadily, consistently, 
even dramatically, while increasing the economic 
opportunities available to its people. As such, it is a 
harbinger of the new constitutional order of states 
that tends to treat its citizens as consumers.101 
Globally, Millennials are much more positive 
about President Xi Jinping and his ability to 
invest in the future, and they appear less troubled 
by his repression of political opposition and 
debate.102 China’s rise in the international order is 
directly proportional to its success domestically, 
a success that depends upon jettisoning the basis 
for legitimacy that undergirds the other great 
states of the world. 

By contrast, in the United States the increase 
in racial antagonism and alienation, increasing 
income inequality and hostility to leading elites, 
considerable illegal immigration and the largest 
levels of legal immigration since 1890, and the 
executive’s increasing reliance on discretionary 
law enforcement all testify to an unraveling of 
the compact that forms the basis of democratic 
republics, the triumphant variant of the 
constitutional order of industrial nation-states. 
Calling this “dysfunction” is a misnomer. It is 
instead the transition from one constitutional 
order to another. 

One dreadful consequence of these 
developments is the growing, concomitant hatred 
of various groups within society. The white 
supremacists at Charlottesville are indeed more 
vile than the antifa mob at Berkeley, because racial 
and religious prejudice is uniquely odious, but 
both are marinated in hatred for the other. The 
threat to the rest of society arises, as Machiavelli 
observed, from the fact that tyranny comes to 
power by promising to crush the elements that 
the people hate.

So what is to be done? The first step is to 
recognize that what is happening in the United 
States is happening everywhere and that it is a 
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ethos — has redeemed its history. Now that ethos 
must create history anew.

Conclusion

In this essay I have argued that what makes the 
United States exceptional is also what makes it 
indispensable going forward as the states of the 
world adapt a new constitutional order to cope with 
the challenges that are overwhelming the industrial 
nation-state. The alternative is not a return to the 
halcyon days of national identity secured by laws 
that privileged a dominant ethnic or national 
group’s values in the governance of the State, not 
because these laws were morally wrong, though 
in some places and at some times they certainly 
were by the contemporary standards of today (for 
what other moral standards can we authentically 
apply?), but because such constitutional regimes 
cannot manage the challenges of the 21st century. 
The alternative is an illiberalism of both the left 
and the right that will infect the emerging market-
states of the world just as fascism and communism 
infected the industrial nation-states of the last 
century. 

American exceptionalism does not make the 
United States uniquely virtuous or especially 
virtuous, for that matter; it merely makes the 
American state capable of adaptation according to 
rules that rely on the conscience.

The constitutional challenges that currently 
beset states are responsible for the various, 
seemingly contradictory, crises that are occurring 
globally; these challenges can be resolved favorably 
to the values of the liberal tradition that ground the 
American constitutional ethos. Only a recognition 
of that ethos and its reinvigoration will enable the 
United States to play a positive role in leading the 
world to that resolution. 
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To arrive at a new consensus, the United States needs to 
address the weaknesses in Americans’ knowledge of China 
while rethinking the connections between the ways China is 
analyzed and how policy is made.
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The U.S. National Security Strategy, 
published in December 2017, marked 
a historic break in U.S. policy toward 
China. The White House explicitly 

judged the policies of previous administrations to 
be a failure and closed the door on engagement as 
the primary mode of U.S.-Chinese relations. Before 
the Trump administration, U.S. policy was based 
on the assumption that a China governed by the 
Chinese Communist Party could be socialized 
within the international institutions of the West. 
Engagement at all levels — commercial, scientific, 
military, diplomatic, educational, and people-to-
people — was expected to convince Chinese leaders 
of the benefits of accepting a liberal international 
order and persuade them to become, in the words 
of then-U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Robert 
Zoellick, a “responsible stakeholder” in that order.1 
This assumption had endured through seven U.S. 
presidencies, but the National Security Strategy 
explicitly judged, “This premise turned out to be 
false.”2 

The Trump administration’s new, more 
confrontational direction has generated more 
controversy than consensus. The emerging 
contours of the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” 
strategy reflect a muscular commitment to 
enduring U.S. interests in a stable Asia-Pacific 
and to pushing back against Beijing’s revisionism. 
The statements Defense Secretary James Mattis 
made at the Shangri-La Dialogue in June appear 
to be coming to fruition as Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo recently announced $300 million 
for security assistance on top of $113 million for 
technology, energy, and infrastructure initiatives.3 
Many observers would support such measures, 
but other aspects of the administration’s policies 

have caused unease among some even as they 
achieved results. To begin with, the United States 
has withdrawn from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
which the Obama administration had made the 
signature economic initiative of its Asia-Pacific 
rebalance. Meanwhile, the Trump administration 
successfully pressured China to enforce sanctions 
on North Korea but also generated fears of war. 
The administration’s trade actions and tariffs 
may not resolve the U.S.-China trade imbalances, 
but they appear to be pressuring China’s leaders, 
particularly Xi Jinping, in novel ways.4 The 
strategic shift, however, has not yet addressed the 
first-order questions that have dogged U.S. policy 
in Asia under past administrations: Is the United 
States willing to use force in the region, and how 
feasible are U.S. objectives while the Communist 
Party governs China? 

The strategic shift in U.S. policy toward China 
has not been locked in either bureaucratically or 
politically. Although the Trump administration 
has reopened an important conversation that had 
been closed for decades, it ultimately may not be 
the one to build a new policy consensus on China. 
Washington’s friends in Asia worry that American 
partisanship may prevent future policymakers 
from recognizing the Trump administration’s 
achievements in the region.5 Nevertheless, 
Washington and Beijing will not return to the old 
status quo. This moment in time marks a transition 
from seven administrations’ policy of engagement 
to a nascent, emerging position. Because the 
United States is not yet ready to resolve first-
order questions about its policy aims, any strategy 
is transitory. For now, the best answers can only 
describe the tools and considerations that must be 
a part of the U.S. recalibration. 

Peter Mattis

From Engagement 
to Rivalry:  
Tools to Compete 
with China

81



The Strategist From Engagement to Rivalry: Tools to Compete with China

To arrive at a new consensus, the United States 
needs to address the weaknesses in Americans’ 
knowledge of China while rethinking the 
connections between the ways China is analyzed 
and how policy is made. Chinese power is an issue 
the United States will grapple with for years to come, 
and the relative difference in power between the 
two countries is shrinking, especially along China’s 
periphery. Washington needs to be able to maximize 
its leverage and make the most of opportunities 
to affect the Chinese Communist Party-state. 
Taking advantage of political leverage will require 
affecting party leaders at a personal level. The 
vicious politics of the Chinese Communist Party 
opens up fissures among the leadership at least 
once every political generation. Such openings can 
and should be exploited to advance U.S. interests. 
Improving U.S. understanding of China and 
orienting the U.S. government toward identifying 
and exploiting opportunities will require paying 
greater attention to the ways the Communist Party 
seeks to shape foreigners’ understanding of China. 
Washington needs to be prepared to act and must 
reengage in a discussion of values that has been 
left on the sidelines for too long. Even if the Trump 
administration’s more competitive course of action 
is not maintained by subsequent administrations, 
an engagement-oriented approach will still require 
adjustments to better protect U.S. interests. 

An Inevitable Break

A dramatic shift in U.S.-Chinese relations was on 
the horizon no matter who won the U.S. presidential 
election in 2016. The assumptions underpinning 
bilateral relations had long strained against day-to-
day realities. The two most important assumptions 
were that U.S. engagement would lead to a more 
liberal China (if not the demise of the Chinese 
Communist Party) and that shared long-term 
interests would lead to cooperation.6 The 2017 
National Security Strategy was explicit about the 
failures of this approach.

6  Other lesser, but nonetheless important, assumptions included that the Chinese Communist Party could accept the U.S.-led international 
liberal order, that a more prosperous China would be a more peaceful China, that Chinese Communist Party leaders are persuadable and could 
put down their Leninist view of world politics, and that the party’s propaganda apparatus would remain a domestic actor, not an international 
subversive threat.

7  Richard M. Nixon, “Asia After Viet Nam,” Foreign Affairs, October 1967, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/1967-10-01/asia-after-viet-
nam. 

8  Mann, The China Fantasy, 101–12.

9  Yasheng Huang, “How Did China Take Off?” Journal of Economic Perspectives 26, no. 4 (Fall 2012): 147–70, http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/
jep.26.4.147; Kellee S. Tsai, Capitalism Without Democracy: The Private Sector in Contemporary China (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007); 
and David Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2008).

Most notably, American aspirations for a 
more liberal — even if not democratic — China 
collided with the hard facts of what the Chinese 
Communist Party was willing to do to survive. The 
National Security Strategy stated, “For decades, 
U.S. policy was rooted in the belief that support 
for China’s rise and for its integration into the 
post-war international order would liberalize 
China.” Even Richard Nixon justified engaging the 
Chinese Communist Party on the basis of hoped-
for, long-term political change.7 This hope became 
entrenched after the end of the Cold War removed 
the strategic logic of using U.S.-China relations as 
a counterweight to the Soviet Union. Commercial, 
rather than strategic, engagement would 
supposedly moderate and ultimately liberalize 
China’s politics and economy.8

Signs that the Chinese Communist Party was 
resisting the direction U.S. policymakers had 
envisioned arose early in the post-Cold War era, 
but the rise of Xi Jinping has brought American 
hopes of political reform crashing down. Early 
on, the party relentlessly shut down discussion 
of the Tiananmen Square demonstrations of 
1989 and jailed the movement’s student leaders. 
Chinese leaders also studied how best to use 
and shape market forces for the benefit of the 
Communist Party, giving the impression of 
regulatory liberalization while some in the business 
community became party members.9 Signs of 
retrogression soon became unmistakable under Xi. 
The playbook for Xi’s leadership leaked out in what 
is known as Document No. 9 in the spring of 2013. 
The document identified perceived threats to the 
regime from, among other sources, universities, 
civil society, and the news media. Each has received 
special attention from the Xi government, and new 
regulations and legislation have expanded on the 
activities that must receive prior approval. The 
creation of concentration camps for Uighurs, the 
arrest of relatives of journalists who reported the 
story for a U.S.-government-funded news outlet, 
and the detention of Uighurs who are in contact 
with people outside China mark the extreme end 

of the party’s internal repression.10 Lest readers 
think the Uighurs suffer from oppression by the 
Han Chinese majority rather than that of the 
party specifically, it should be noted that Beijing’s 
repression is broad. The party has cracked down 
on Chinese Christians while pressuring the Vatican 
to cede its authority to appoint church leaders in 
China.11 Moreover, all Chinese citizens are subject 
to the ever-more invasive and comprehensive 
electronic surveillance slowly being integrated 
into a policy framework for inducing and coercing 
behavior the party wants.12

Critics of the Trump administration’s aggressive 
approach argue that U.S.-Chinese relations after 
the Cold War were driven primarily by U.S. 
interests rather than a naïve hope that the Chinese 
Communist Party would liberalize. There was 
nothing wrong with past policy, these critics say, 
and U.S. presidential and policy statements about 
political liberalization did not represent what 
policymakers were actually thinking. As former U.S. 
ambassador to China J. Stapleton Roy observed 
about today’s debate, “Such critiques often fail to 
distinguish between the way Washington publicly 
justifies its policies, by referring to values, and 
the way it actually formulates them, by putting 
national interests first.”13 Those interests, however, 
seemingly became formulaic assumptions that 
went untested as China evolved. 

U.S. policymakers and analysts had assumed or 
hoped that if the two countries shared long-term 
policy interests, cooperation would eventually 
result. For years, they proclaimed the same 
areas of overlapping interest: maintaining a non-
nuclear Korean Peninsula, arresting climate 
change, working for nonproliferation, and building 
commercial ties. National Security Adviser Sandy 
Berger highlighted these points in a 1997 speech 
entitled “Building a New Consensus on China.” 
Engagement, he argued, was needed to maintain 

10  Adrian Zenz, “New Evidence for China’s Political Re-Education Campaign in Xinjiang,” Jamestown Foundation China Brief, May 15, 2018, https://
jamestown.org/program/evidence-for-chinas-political-re-education-campaign-in-xinjiang; Simon Denyer, “China Detains Relatives of U.S. Reporters 
in Apparent Punishment for Xinjiang Coverage,” Washington Post, Feb. 28, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/china-detains-relatives-
of-us-reporters-in-apparent-punishment-for-xinjiang-coverage/2018/02/27/4e8d84ae-1b8c-11e8-8a2c-1a6665f59e95_story.html. 

11  Wesley Rahn, “In Xi We Trust — Is China Cracking Down on Christianity?” Deutsche Welle, Jan. 19, 2018, https://www.dw.com/en/in-xi-
we-trust-is-china-cracking-down-on-christianity/a-42224752 ; Eva Dou and Francis Rocca, “Abide in Darkness: China’s War on Religion Stalls 
Vatican Deal,” Wall Street Journal, May 9, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/abide-in-darkness-chinas-war-on-religion-puts-vatican-deal-in-
doubt-1525858496. 

12  Samantha Hoffman, “Social Credit: Technology-Enhanced Authoritarian Control with Global Consequences,” Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute, June 28, 2018, https://www.aspi.org.au/report/social-credit. 

13  J. Stapleton Roy, “Engagement Works,” Foreign Affairs 97, no. 4 (July/August 2018): 185.

14  “Remarks by Samuel R. Berger, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, Before the Council on Foreign Relations,” White House 
Office of the Press Secretary, June 6, 1997. 

15  For example, Roy, “Engagement Works,” 185; Thomas J. Christensen, “The Need to Pursue Mutual Interests in U.S.-China Relations,” U.S. 
Institute of Peace, Special Report no. 269, April 2011, https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/SR269.pdf; Nina Hachigian, Michael Schiffer, and 
Winny Chen, “A Global Imperative: A Progressive Approach to U.S.-China Relations in the 21st Century,” Center for American Progress, Aug. 13, 
2008, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2008/08/13/4817/a-global-imperative/. 

16  Berger, “Remarks.”

cooperation on “the spread of weapons of mass 
destruction; our increasingly complex commercial 
ties; stability on the Korean peninsula; and the 
health of the global environment.”14 More than 20 
years have passed since Berger’s speech at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, yet the same areas 
remain singled out for cooperation despite Beijing’s 
changing behavior, growing military power, and 
increasing internal political repression.15 And 
among those cited interests, the record is mixed.

Cooperation on stopping the spread of weapons 

of mass destruction yielded uneven results, but 
key takeaways from U.S.-Chinese agreements 
never materialized. As Berger said in 1997, “China 
is neither as bad as some portray — [n]or as good 
as we would like.”16 In 1985, Beijing and Washington 
signed a Civilian Nuclear Cooperation Agreement 
— a so-called 1-2-3 Agreement — to facilitate the 
transfer of U.S. civilian nuclear expertise and 
equipment to China to help modernize its nuclear 
industry. The agreement included a Chinese 
commitment to build an export control system 
to monitor and certify the export of sensitive 
and dual-use technologies. That system remains 
unbuilt more than 30 years later. Instead, U.S. 
officials work through a Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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that often is outranked and outgunned politically 
by the companies it must regulate, and that is 
assuming the ministry is even prepared and able to 
act on a U.S. request. 

Commercial ties between American and Chinese 
firms have grown increasingly complex. Both sides 
have benefited from continued expansion, but 
Chinese political pressure has also mounted on 
U.S. companies. Surveys of foreign multinational 
companies in China have found growing pessimism 
regarding the regulatory and policy environment 
despite confidence in the country’s economic 
future.17 

Robert Lighthizer, the U.S. trade representative 
in the Trump administration who was also 
deputy trade representative during the Reagan 
administration, argued nearly a decade ago that 
many of the promised benefits of China’s accession 
to the World Trade Organization (WTO) had failed 
to materialize. Proponents had argued that the 
trade deficit would shrink, that U.S. companies’ 
market access would improve, and that there would 
be no downside for the United States. Instead, the 
trade deficit grew. And while U.S. companies did get 
more access to Chinese markets, they continued 
to pay for that access through joint ventures and 
technology transfers. Between 2000 and 2009, the 
United States lost a third of its manufacturing jobs 
in a sharp decline that began after China joined the 
WTO.18

One of the most significant failures following 
in the wake of China’s incorporation into the 
WTO has been the persistence of intellectual 
property theft and its movement up the value 
chain from cultural products, such as movies, to 
telecommunications and semiconductors.19 When 
Robert Kapp, then president of the U.S.-China 
Business Council, testified before Congress in 
support of granting China permanent normal trade 
relations and supporting its WTO ascension, he 
argued that leverage would be gained rather than 
lost by integrating China. Beijing’s participation in 
the WTO, he said, would give companies recourse 
to “such offensive habits as the requirement that 
foreign companies transfer technology in order to 
do business in China.”20 Today, however, forced 

17  Yoko Kubota, “U.S. Firms Say China’s Business Climate Is Warming, Survey Finds,” Wall Street Journal, Jan. 29, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/
articles/u-s-firms-say-chinas-business-climate-is-warming-survey-finds-1517274000; “USCBC 2017 China Business Environment Member Survey,” 
U.S.-China Business Council, 2017,  https://www.uschina.org/reports/uscbc-2017-china-business-environment-member-survey. 

18  Robert E. Lighthizer, “Evaluating China’s Role in the World Trade Organization Over the Past Decade,” testimony before the U.S.-China Security 
and Economic Review Commission, June 9, 2010, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/6.9.10Lighthizer.pdf.  

19  Derek Scissors, “Sino-American Trade: We Know Where This Is Headed,” War on the Rocks, April 18, 2018, https://warontherocks.
com/2018/04/sino-american-trade-we-know-where-this-is-headed/. 

20  “Accession of China to the WTO,” hearing before the House Ways and Means Committee, May 3, 2000.

21  “Report of the Commission on the Theft of American Intellectual Property,” National Bureau of Asian Research, May 2013, http://ipcommission.
org/report/IP_Commission_Report_052213.pdf. 

transfer remains a key element of Beijing’s strategy 
to acquire foreign technology, and the scale of 
China’s intellectual property theft arguably has 
increased.21

Sustained Chinese cooperation on North Korea, 
meanwhile, has been at least as much a product 
of U.S. pressure as solicitation and persuasion. 
Since the 1990s, the Chinese Communist Party 
leadership has consistently prioritized North 
Korea’s stability over preventing its nuclearization. 

The U.S. sanctions on Macao-based Banco Delta 
Asia, in late 2005, put pressure on Beijing and 
Chinese banks even as the equivalent of $24 
million to $25 million of North Korean money — a 
small sum in the context of international relations 
— was frozen. The sanctions implicitly threatened 
Chinese banks doing business with North Korea 
and significantly restricted North Korea’s access 
to the international financial system, despite 
its access to China.22 This pressure helped bring 
about another round of six-party talks. As pressure 
and scrutiny eventually lifted, Chinese companies 

22  Josh Meyer, “Squeeze on North Korea’s Money Supply Yields Results,” Los Angeles Times, Nov. 2, 2006, http://www.latimes.com/world/la-fg-
macao2nov02-story.html; Jay Solomon and Neil King Jr., “How U.S. Used a Bank to Punish North Korea,” Wall Street Journal, April 12, 2007, https://
www.wsj.com/articles/SB117627790709466173.  

23  Report of the Panel of Experts Established Pursuant to Resolution 1874, U.N. Security Council Report No. S/2016/157, Feb. 24, 2016, http://
www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=s/2016/157. 

24  Laura Zhou, “United Nations Agrees More Sanctions on North Korea, but Is the World Running Out of Options?” South China Morning Post, 
Dec. 23, 2017, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2125548/united-nations-agrees-more-sanctions-north-korea-world; 
“China to Enforce UN Sanctions Against North Korea,” Guardian, Sept. 23, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/23/china-to-
enforce-un-sanctions-against-north-korea. 

renewed their efforts to skirt and undermine the 
sanctions regime.23 The latest round of official 
Chinese cooperation began in April 2017 with the 
presidents’ meeting at Mar-a-Lago, during which 
Xi pledged to work with the Trump administration 
on North Korea. Beginning in June 2017, Beijing 
supported stronger sanctions in the U.N. Security 
Council five times, most notably in September 
and December.24 As further cooperation failed to 
materialize, the Trump administration imposed 
sanctions on Chinese companies, linked possible 
U.S. trade actions against China to outcomes on 
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the Korean Peninsula, and implied that Chinese 
banks that continue to do business in North Korea 
also would be sanctioned.25 

Chinese cooperation on climate change has also 
been less than forthcoming. Although a number of 
agreements have been signed, rarely have funding 
commitments to back U.S.-Chinese initiatives 
for climate change and energy cooperatives 
been present.26 The much-heralded 2016 climate 
agreement with the Obama administration 
committed Beijing to meeting benchmarks that it 
had already established domestically.27 This has 
left cooperation mostly to the private sector, with 
mixed results, both because of Beijing’s industrial 
policies and its condoning of intellectual property 
theft. For example, in 2005, the Chinese state-owned 
company Sinovel began working with the American 
company American Superconductor (AMSC) on 
wind turbines and electricity distribution. The 
relationship fell apart in 2011, however, when 
Sinovel paid a former AMSC employee to steal 
the U.S. company’s source code and Sinovel then 
reneged on $800 million in contracts with that 
same company.28

Taken together, what does all this mean? It is 
not that U.S.-Chinese cooperation was a fiction 
but, rather, that the areas of cooperation were 
intrinsically problematic. Pretending that these 
joint efforts were genuine or were anything other 
than a U.S. vision of China’s interests resulted 
in a frail superstructure. U.S. policymakers and 
commentators had to overlook Beijing’s failure 
to honor its commitments and pretend that the 
absence of Chinese actions was not a deliberate 
choice but, instead, a sign that decisions had not 
been made. 

25  David Brunnstrom and Susan Heavey, “Trump Says China’s Stance on North Korea Influences His Trade Policy,” Reuters, Dec. 28, 2017, https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-china-trump/trump-says-chinas-stance-on-north-korea-influences-his-trade-policy-idUSKBN1EM1IY. 

26  Joanna I. Lewis, “The State of U.S.-China Relations on Climate Change: Examining the Bilateral and Multilateral Relationship,” Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars, China Environment Series (2010/2011), 7, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/Feature Article The 
State of U.S.-China Relations on Climate Change.pdf.

27  Mark Landler and Jane Perlez, “Rare Harmony as China and U.S. Commit to Climate Deal,” New York Times, Sept. 3, 2016, https://www.nytimes.
com/2016/09/04/world/asia/obama-xi-jinping-china-climate-accord.html. 

28  Janan Hanna, Christie Smythe, and Chris Martin, “China’s Sinovel Convicted in U.S. of Stealing Trade Secrets,” Bloomberg, Jan. 24, 2018, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-01-24/chinese-firm-sinovel-convicted-in-u-s-of-trade-secret-theft. 

29  Kurt Campbell and Ely Ratner, “The China Reckoning: How Beijing Defied American Expectations,” Foreign Affairs (March/April 2018), https://
www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2018-02-13/china-reckoning.

30  For example, Jeffrey A. Bader and Ryan Hass, “Was Pre-Trump U.S. Policy Towards China Based on ‘False’ Premises?” Brookings Institution, 
Dec. 22, 2017, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/12/22/was-pre-trump-u-s-policy-towards-china-based-on-false-premises; 
Wang Jisi, J. Stapleton Roy, Aaron Friedberg, Thomas Christensen and Patricia Kim, Joseph S. Nye Jr., Eric Li, and Kurt M. Campbell and Ely 
Ratner, “Did America Get China Wrong? The Engagement Debate,” Foreign Affairs (July/August 2018), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
china/2018-06-14/did-america-get-china-wrong. 

31  Kelly Magsamen, Ely Ratner, and Ryan Evans, “To Compete with China, Can America Get Out of Its Own Way?” War on the Rocks, podcast, Feb. 
7, 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/war-rocks-compete-china-can-america-get-way/. 

Obstacles to a New Approach

Locking in a new approach to U.S. policy toward 
China will be more difficult than many critics 
of the past engagement policy seem to think. 
Americans disagree about not only the degree to 
which the policy must change but also the degree 
of competitiveness that will be required. Former 
State Department officials Kurt Campbell and Ely 
Ratner have suggested that the way forward begins 
simply: “The first step is relatively straightforward: 
acknowledging just how much our policy has 
fallen short of our aspirations.”29 Many old hands, 
however, dispute the assertion that U.S. policy 
toward China has fallen short or failed to deliver on 
its promises. The policy basically worked, in their 
view, and few adjustments are necessary.30 

Even supposing, however, that U.S. experts on 
China and U.S.-Chinese relations agreed on the need 
for new policy initiatives or even a fundamentally 
different approach, more significant barriers must 
be overcome to move forward with new plans. 

The first such barrier is the relatively low 
degree of knowledge about China and the 
Chinese Communist Party at senior levels of the 
U.S. government and among American society 
in general. Ratner noted in a podcast interview 
this year that while senior U.S. officials seem to 
understand Ukraine and Syria in fairly granular 
detail, they repeatedly need to be reminded about 
basic geography and policy regarding China. 
The constant need for education wastes time 
and energy, and it inhibits a more far-reaching 
discussion about how to address the illiberal 
challenges of a China led by its Communist Party.31 
Such limited knowledge also makes it difficult for 
the president and others to appreciate the quality 
(or lack thereof) of China-related materials. They 
would have to rely almost entirely on instinct to 
evaluate the arguments presented to them. 
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The low level of knowledge also leads to 
analogizing about China rather than assessing 
China for what it is. Analogies are unavoidable in the 
absence of direct knowledge. But the carefulness 
required in structuring useful comparisons has not 
been employed when China is likened to Weimar 
Germany or Xi Jinping to Charles de Gaulle.32 The 
late Ernest May and Richard Neustadt argued that 
historical analogies had limited value unless they 
were structured deliberately. Because historical 
analogies rip events out of their context, such 
analogies may mislead more than they inform.33  

Americans’ relatively low level of knowledge 
about China leads to a second barrier: the Chinese 
Communist Party’s messaging about U.S. policy 
toward China. The party presents the policy 
options for dealing with China as a binary choice. 
Yet, only occasionally are such decisions truly so 
limited. Even the most glaring choice, recognizing 
the People’s Republic of China or Taiwan (Republic 
of China), is not so clear-cut, in part because 
many countries maintain ostensibly informal, but 
robust, diplomatic ties with Taiwan. As Singapore’s 
former senior-most diplomat, Ambassador 
Bilahari Kausikan, described in a recent speech, 
“This technique of forcing false choices on you 
and making you choose between false choices is 
deployed within a framework of either overarching 
narratives or specific narratives. … The purpose is 
to narrow the scope of choices.”34 

One of the most notable false choices reinforced 
by Beijing’s messaging remains that between 
engagement and containment. Chinese Communist 
Party mouthpieces and propagandists regularly 
accuse the United States of containing China, 
employing a “Cold War mentality,” and stirring 
up the “China threat theory” to encourage other 
countries to demonize China. 

A final barrier to reaching a new policy position 
is that the United States — and presumably other 
countries that do not have as substantial a China-
watching community — does not have a team to 
take the field. This is not so much a question of 
China-specific knowledge on the part of policy 
practitioners but, rather, the marriage of knowledge 
about China, policy tools, and competitive strategy. 
Too much of the existing talent has been conditioned 
by the long-held engagement policy. Engagement 
and competition require fundamentally different 

32  Rana Mitter, “Forget Mao Zedong, Xi Jinping Is More Charles de Gaulle,” South China Morning Post, Oct. 28, 2017, https://www.scmp.com/
week-asia/opinion/article/2117364/opinion-forget-mao-xi-jinping-more-charles-de-gaulle. 

33  Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May, Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision Makers (New York: Free Press, 1988). 

34  Albert Wai, “S’pore Should Guard Against False Binary Choices in Chinese Public Diplomacy: Bilahari Kausikan,” Today [Singapore], June 27, 
2018, https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/spore-should-guard-against-false-binary-choices-chinese-public-diplomacy-bilahari-kausikan. 

mind-sets and thinking through a different set 
of questions. Engagement as a policy direction 
presupposes that interaction is fundamentally 
good and that opening China to academic, business, 
and civil-society ventures is beneficial to U.S. 
interests. Competition, by contrast, raises first-
order questions, such as whether there are long-
term benefits to U.S. businesses operating in China 
or whether Beijing’s policies are incompatible with 
U.S. long-term interests. 

Building this team while transcending 
partisanship will not be easy. Americans inside and 
outside government have knowledge about China, 
policy, or strategic competition, but there are 
very few with expertise in all three. Ensuring that 
people with expertise in one or two of these areas 
gain the necessary additional knowledge requires 
not only time but also taking such individuals 
out of active roles while they focus on acquiring 
additional expertise. 

A Toolkit for the Transitional Phase

Until a new China policy is more firmly locked 
in bureaucratically and a new consensus about 
China is reached, proposing an overarching 
strategy and set of objectives is premature. The 
U.S. discussion may be more open than it has 
been in years, but first-order questions about 
the ultimate objectives of China policy have not 
yet been reassessed and answered. The United 
States sits in a transitional phase, at least until 
the Trump administration solidifies bureaucratic 
policy guidance and a subsequent administration 
builds from its foundation. What directions 
succeeding administrations take, of course, may 
vary, regardless of whether they are Democratic 
or Republican. For the near future, it is more 
appropriate to assess U.S. policy tools and how to 
maximize leverage rather than trying to pin down 
an overall strategy. 

Washington needs to expand its toolkit beyond 
the military dimension, regardless of what the 
future holds for U.S. policy and U.S.-Chinese 
relations. U.S. economic and military predominance 
has maintained stability in East Asia for decades. 
In recent years, Beijing has undermined and 
challenged the credibility of U.S. power — or at least 

Washington’s willingness to use it. Beijing’s steady 
expansion and consolidation in the South China Sea 
from 2012 onward exposed the gaps in U.S. military 
power in the region and Washington’s policy of 
deterrence. The Chinese seizure of Scarborough 
Shoal and subsequent island construction showed 
that Washington was not prepared to use military 
force or to place U.S. sailors and pilots in harm’s way 
to push back against China. These dilemmas also 
highlight the necessity of strengthening Americans’ 
psychological willingness to use leverage wherever 
it might be found. Refrains about the limitations 
of U.S. influence have more to do with a lack of 
conviction than a lack of ability. Sens. Ben Cardin of 
Maryland and Marco Rubio of Florida put forward 
at least one alternative to using military force in 
China’s maritime periphery, but their bipartisan 
legislation to sanction Chinese firms engaged in 
island-building never went anywhere.35

Building U.S. capacity to compete with China 
more comprehensively and effectively will require 
a political-power-centric and opportunity-oriented 
research agenda, a concentrated effort to build 
leverage, and counterintelligence and counter-
interference efforts to preserve the integrity 
of U.S. policymaking. A power-centric research 
agenda would evaluate the Chinese Communist 
Party’s susceptibility to pressure. Opportunities 
are fleeting, and attitudes change. One day, the 
general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party 
may not have the loyalty of 
the People’s Liberation Army. 
Another day, he may have 
installed loyalists at the upper 
ranks. Leverage should be built 
over time and prepared for the 
moment when it can have the most 
impact. To make use of leverage at 
the point Chinese leaders are most 
vulnerable, the integrity of the U.S. 
policymaking system must be secure so 
that Washington can be ready to act when 
opportunity knocks. Each of these points is 
outlined more fully below.

35  “Rubio, Cardin Introduce Bill Targeting Chinese Aggression in South China Sea,” Office of Marco Rubio, March 15, 2017, https://www.rubio.
senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-releases?ID=643BAF13-9F8D-470D-BB66-86057B828A80. 

36  For a practical discussion of authority in Chinese sourcing, see Paul  H.B.  Godwin  and  Alice  L.  Miller,  “China’s  Forbearance  Has  Limits:  
Chinese  Threat  and  Retaliation  Signaling  and  Its  Implications  for  a  Sino-American  Military  Confrontation,”  China  Strategic  Perspectives,  
no.  6  (Washington:  National  Defense  University  Institute  for  National  Strategic  Studies,  2013): 29–37, http://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/
News/Article/717729/chinas-forbearance-has-limits-chinese-threat-and-retaliation-signaling-and-its/. 

A New Analytical Approach 

First, U.S. policymakers need a different way of 
ordering their knowledge and thinking about China 
issues. Opportunities to influence the Chinese 
Communist Party in a significant way come 
along only once or twice in a political generation. 
The vicious “you die, I live” (你死我活) kind 
of politics that is practiced in China inevitably 
opens up leadership fissures. U.S. policymakers 
need to better understand how political power 
is wielded within the Communist Party. Shaping 
and responding to Beijing’s behavior requires 
influencing the individuals who decide policy. 
U.S. policymakers must understand the sources 
of Chinese political power to understand which 
ones Chinese leaders must control or neutralize 
in order to succeed and how, exactly, they do so. 
Understanding these leadership dynamics will 
facilitate Washington’s efforts to cajole or coerce 
Beijing by seeing opportunities as they arise.

Most U.S. analysts examine the Chinese 
Communist Party through an institutional lens that 
largely excludes the human element of politics from 
the equation. The amount of rumor-mongering and 
deliberate disinformation fed to journalists makes 
it difficult to evaluate that human component of 
Chinese politics. Rather than try to sift the wheat 
from the chaff, those practicing the institutional 
approach focus on authoritative sources and the 

kinds of information that can be tracked through 
official media.36 For example, in the discussion of Xi 
Jinping’s political power in 2014, one institutionalist 
narrowly evaluated Xi’s power according to how he 
had changed (or not changed) party slogans about 
the leadership core and collective leadership, 
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concluding that Xi’s power was simply gifted to 
him by the party.37 This approach ignored many of 
the reasons other analysts considered Xi powerful, 
because they related to subjective measures about 
elite networks, purges, and symbolic politics. 

It is critical to understand party institutions, but 
analysts cannot stop there on the assumption that 
Chinese politics has become institutionalized. The 
basic structure and guidelines within which the 
Communist Party operates are merely a starting 
point. The Chinese Communist Party is still ruling a 
country, and politics cannot be avoided. Resources 
— such as time, attention, and money — are limited, 
and they must be allocated according to political 
considerations. Wherever humans operate, there 
will be personal politics. The robust academic 
literature of organizational studies expresses the 
truism that no matter how meritocratic or rules-
based an organization becomes, decisions about 
personnel at the leadership level will always be 
political. A healthy organization produces more 
potential leaders than it has positions to fill. 
Institutions, training, and promotion guidelines 
ensure a minimum level of competency and open 
the opportunity for promotion. Deciding who gets 
what position necessarily depends on personality, 
power, and networking.38 

The Chinese political landscape cannot be 
understood without reference to power. The 
age-old questions of “Who decides?” and “Who 
benefits?” are as important as the party lines 
in official propaganda and the content of party 
documents. Party leaders have empowered and 
undermined different party and state institutions, 
depending on the needs of the moment and their 
competitors’ strengths. Institutional arrangements 
to control state power, such as the Central State 
Security Commission, have also been created 
when organizational and technological change has 
given the party-state new capabilities to monitor, 
influence, or hurt the leadership. The institutions 
of the Chinese party-state need to be evaluated 
as more than mere technocratic expressions of 
rational governance.39

Power also cannot be separated from individual 
politicians. Some Chinese leaders possess 
an intuitive sense of political symbolism and 
propaganda. Others know how to work the party 

37  Alice L. Miller, “How Strong Is Xi Jinping?” China Leadership Monitor, no. 43 (Spring 2014),  https://www.hoover.org/research/how-strong-xi-
jinping. 

38  For a general reference, see, Charles Perrow, Complex Organizations: A Critical Essay (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1986), 14–20. For a Chinese 
Communist Party-specific reference, see Victor Shih, Christopher Adolph, and Mingxing Liu, “Getting Ahead in the Communist Party: Explaining 
the Advancement of Central Committee Members in China,” American Political Science Review 106, no. 1 (February 2012): 166–87, https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0003055411000566. 

39  Samantha Hoffman and Peter Mattis, “Managing the Power Within: China’s State Security Commission,” War on the Rocks, July 18, 2016, 
https://warontherocks.com/2016/07/managing-the-power-within-chinas-state-security-commission. 

bureaucracy. Still others carry meetings with the 
force of their personality. Human virtues and 
frailties are as much a part of the Chinese system 
as any other. Although no approach will describe 
a leader’s political instincts accurately and 
authoritatively every time, this human element 
cannot be dismissed. At the very least, important 
questions about how leaders exercise influence 
must be part of the discussion of contemporary 
China.

Building Leverage

Second, if political power is as personal as it is 
institutional within the Chinese Communist Party, 
then building leverage means focusing on what 
matters to individual leaders and the institutions 
that support them. The U.S. government has not 
pursued this path with any sort of regularity. The 
most obvious target is the vast wealth of Chinese 
party leaders. Not all of this wealth is tied up inside 
China. Some of it is entwined with China’s most 
significant multi-national companies or hidden in 
foreign banks, making the party leaders vulnerable 
to financial sanctions. 

The Global Magnitsky Human Rights 
Accountability Act, passed in 2016, provides 
legal authority to target Chinese Communist 
Party leaders and their agents. The act allows 
Washington to block or revoke visas as well as to 
sanction the property of those who are responsible 
for, or acted as an agent of, someone responsible 
for, “extrajudicial killings, torture, or other gross 
violations of internationally recognized human 
rights.” Individuals can also be targeted if they 
are government officials or senior associates of 
government officials complicit in “acts of significant 
corruption.” Chinese abuses that qualify as gross 
violations and significant corruption have grown 
rapidly in the past several years, with examples 
including the detention and torture of the “709” 
rights lawyers — so named for the July 9, 2015, 
crackdown on lawyers and activists — as well as 
the detention of several hundred thousand Uighurs 
in concentration camps.

Given the kind of direct pressure that could be 
brought to bear on Chinese leaders, such leverage 
must be used judiciously, if at all, on a day-to-

day basis. Whether the stakes are sufficiently 
high depends on how clearly the administration 
outlines its objectives. Even within the previous 
engagement framework, a genuine opportunity to 
pressure the Chinese system toward liberalization 
— such as might have appeared in the early days 
of Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang — could have 
constituted worthwhile use of such direct means 
to discredit opponents of political liberalization. 
Ultimately, the United States must build the 
knowledge and capacity to influence individual 
Chinese leaders knowing that such information 
could work under multiple policy frameworks, not 
simply the Trump administration’s strategic shift.

The usefulness of such leverage also depends 
on what actions China may take in response. The 
same vulnerability of the Chinese system that 
creates opportunities for U.S. influence also creates 
risk. Communist Party leaders’ paranoia and self-
awareness are filters for their perceptions: They 
see the United States as their principal foreign 
adversary and they know when they are exposed. 
They will act to shore up their position as Mao 
Zedong did with the Taiwan crisis in 1958 and by 
exploiting the Nixon-Kissinger gambit in 1971 and 
1972, or as Deng Xiaoping did with Vietnam and 
the United States in 1978 and 1979 and in rebuffing 
American pressure after the June 4 incident at 
Tiananmen in 1989. 

Counterintelligence and Counter-Interference

Third, any long-term strategy — especially one 
built around the idea of exploiting opportunities 
when they arise — must ensure the integrity 
of U.S. policymaking. This requires effective 
counterintelligence to prevent the penetration of 
U.S. policy circles for intelligence collection and 
building influence. The public record suggests 
that the state of U.S. counterintelligence — or 
that of other allied states — on China leaves 
much to be desired. Effective counterintelligence 
is not merely a question of capability but also 
one of integration with national strategy. As I 
and others in the U.S. intelligence community 

40  For example, Michelle Van Cleave, “The Question of Strategic Counterintelligence: What Is It and What Should We Do About It?” Studies in 
Intelligence 51, no. 2 (2007): 1–14, https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/vol51no2/
strategic-counterintelligence.html. 

41  Peter Mattis, “An American Lens on China’s Interference and Influence-Building Abroad,” Asan Forum, April 30, 2018, http://www.theasanforum.
org/an-american-lens-on-chinas-interference-and-influence-building-abroad/; Anne-Marie Brady, Making the Foreign Serve China: Managing 
Foreigners in the People’s Republic (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).

42  Examples of potential failures to prosecute successfully include incidents involving former FBI informant Katrina Leung and University of 
Management and Technology President Yanping Chen. Examples of apparent rushes to judgment include allegations involving Los Alamos nuclear 
scientist Wen Ho Lee, Temple University physics professor Xiaoxing Xi, and National Weather Service hydrologist Sherry Chen. 

saw firsthand, counterintelligence functions 
are almost entirely separate from the rest of 
intelligence and policymaking.40 Engagement as 
the dominant strain of China policy played down 
the need for counterintelligence — if interaction 
is good, the thinking went, then risk assessment 
of U.S.-China engagement is mostly unnecessary 
except in rare cases where U.S. laws were broken. 
The absence of a counterintelligence perspective 
meant that the Chinese Communist Party’s robust 
and comprehensive system for shaping foreigners’ 
perceptions went largely unnoticed, despite its 
demonstrable importance to party leaders.41

The U.S. government has failed to prosecute 
or has bungled investigations into Chinese 
espionage often enough to warrant concern. The 
failures of counter-espionage may not, at first 
glance, appear relevant to the issue of Chinese 
Communist Party interference. Yet, the elements 
of the U.S. intelligence community and the Justice 
Department that perform counter-espionage are 
the same ones that will take the lead on countering 
Chinese interference. If they have difficulty 
prosecuting (relatively speaking) straightforward 
Chinese espionage cases, then countering Chinese 
Communist Party interference is likely to be too 
complicated for them.42 Successful espionage 
prosecutions are the analytical, investigative, and 
legal training ground for the capabilities the U.S. 
government needs to deploy in order to counter 
the party’s covert, corrupting, and coercive 
interference. Failure to handle possible espionage 
cases well alienates many Chinese-Americans, 
who have reasonable concerns about rushes to 
judgment but whose cooperation is essential 
when Beijing tries to exploit the Chinese diaspora. 
Moreover, such weaknesses let those breaking the 
law in support of Communist Party interests know 
that the risk of consequences for their behavior is 
low. 

The U.S. government cannot be the only actor 
countering Chinese Communist Party interference. 
A democratic government’s resources focus on 
purely illegal activity. This means that academics, 
think tank researchers, and journalists have 
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a significant role when it comes to exposing 
these operations and informing public debate.43 
In Australia, a handful of journalists reporting 
steadily since 2014 brought the issue of Chinese 
Communist Party interference in domestic politics 
to light and pushed it into the public discussion.44 
In New Zealand, one scholar cracked the news 

threshold by releasing a paper on the Communist 
Party’s united front work on the eve of last year’s 
election.45 In the United States, a smaller number 
of people — primarily reporters for Foreign Policy 
(now at the Daily Beast) and the Washington Post46 
— helped put the party’s interference operations 
into public consideration. Without this attention, 
Australia arguably could not have overhauled its 
counter-espionage laws and passed legislation this 
summer aimed at transparency for elections and 
consequences for acting as a foreign agent.47 

A New Starting Point

The toolkit outlined above reflects the 
requirements of crafting a long-term, competitive 
strategy. But rethinking the toolkit is only a 
beginning. A larger conversation is needed about 
this new period in U.S.-China relations. The past 
policy of engagement promoted ties of all kinds 
and at all levels, with only a few restrictions 
legislated by Congress or treaty commitments. 

43  As a matter of disclosure, I should note that I have played a small, but longstanding, role in public conversations related to the Chinese 
Communist Party’s interference efforts, especially in Australia and the United States, since 2014. I have spoken with reporters and been cited in 
numerous related articles published by, among others, the Sydney Morning Herald, Australian Broadcast Corp., the Washington Post, Foreign Policy, 
the Economist, and Financial Times.

44  Kelsey Munro, “A Free Press Is a Magic Weapon Against China’s Influence Peddling,” Lowy Institute Interpreter, Dec. 18, 2017, https://www.
lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/free-press-magic-weapon-against-china-influence-peddling. 

45  Matt Nippert and David Fisher, “Revealed: China’s Network of Influence in New Zealand,” New Zealand Herald, Sept. 20, 2017, https://www.
nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=11924546. 

46  Respectively, Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian and Josh Rogin.

47  Matt Coughlan, “Parliament Passes Sweeping New Foreign Influence Laws,” Sydney Morning Herald, June 29, 2018,  https://www.smh.com.au/
politics/federal/parliament-passes-sweeping-new-foreign-influence-laws-20180628-p4zofb.html; John Garnaut, “Australia’s China Reset,” Monthly 
(August 2018), https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2018/august/1533045600/john-garnaut/australia-s-china-reset.

48  Ethan Epstein, “How China Infiltrated U.S. Classrooms,” Politico, Jan. 16, 2018, https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2018/01/16/how-
china-infiltrated-us-classrooms-216327. 

Moving away from this approach will require new 
modes of thinking as well as reapplying American 
values to the question of how to engage with the 
Chinese party-state.

First, recalibrating engagement with China 
requires a deliberate discussion of U.S. values, what 
those values mean, and how Washington should 

be prepared to act based on 
them. There is no substitute 

for this conversation. Vague 
assertions of supporting a 

liberal international order have 
proven insufficient as a lodestone 

for action. The absence of a U.S. 
response to Chinese aggression — 

not merely in the South China Sea but 
also with regard to intellectual property 

theft and coercion against U.S. citizens 
in the United States — emboldens the 

Chinese Communist Party. These issues 
demonstrate Beijing’s rejection of core 

democratic and capitalist values, suggesting the 
basic incompatibility of the two systems. 

Even if it were desirable to regulate all aspects 
of American interactions with the People’s 
Republic of China, public discussion would still be 
necessary. As noted above, government resources 
will focus on the illegal side of Chinese Communist 
Party activities, rarely if ever monitoring the 
broader scope of interaction. In a democratic state, 
there is no justification for sweeping government 
surveillance. This means that what is appropriate 
— rather than what is illegal — should be a matter 
of public debate. Is academic freedom in U.S. 
universities compatible with the values of the 
Confucius Institutes?48 Should U.S. research labs 
collaborate with Chinese companies that work 
with the Chinese military? What degree of distance 
should Chinese organizations have from the party-
state to be considered potential partners for U.S. 
organizations? These and similar questions cannot 
be divorced from American political and civic 
values. 

Second, the United States needs to hold up 
the standards that flow from U.S. values and 
policies. Far too often in this bilateral relationship, 
agreements and commitments have been allowed 
to slide. Statements of what cannot be are forgotten 
in the face of Beijing’s willingness to act, while U.S. 
leverage has been undermined by an unwillingness 
to act. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Alex 
Wong eloquently made this argument about the 
trade regime:

[Y]ou have to enforce the rules of free trade. 
You have to ensure that nations cannot abuse 
the rules, cannot force technology transfer, 
cannot prize their national champions, can’t 
steal intellectual property. If you don’t do  
this, if you don’t enforce the rules of free 
trade, what ends up happening is that over 
time, the free, fair, and reciprocal trading 
regime is weakened, and that’s to the 
detriment not just of the United States’s 
prosperity but to the prosperity of the region 
and the world as a whole.49

The most egregious example of not upholding 
standards is the lack of response to intimidation 
and coercion against U.S. citizens and residents 
on U.S. soil. During the Olympic torch relay ahead 
of the Summer Games in Beijing in 2008, Chinese 
security officials orchestrated violence against 
protesters and coordinated efforts to divert or 
block demonstrators in San Francisco. The U.S. 
government passed the identity of some of these 
Chinese officers to Australia so that Canberra 
could deny entry visas to them. But that appears 
to be the end of the U.S. response.50 Rumors and 
reports of violence against practitioners of Falun 
Gong surface periodically, including at the Xi-
Trump meeting at Mar-a-Lago in 2017. Education 
counselors from Chinese diplomatic missions visit 
Chinese students at U.S. universities or contact 
family members to intimidate them or request 
that they tell their child to take down social 
media posts. Yet, the full scale of the situation 
is difficult to ascertain. Many of the stories that 
come to journalists, scholars, and officials cannot 

49  “Briefing on the Indo-Pacific Strategy,” State Department, April 2, 2018, https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/04/280134.htm. 

50  Zach Dorfman, “How Silicon Valley Became a Den of Spies,” Politico, July 27, 2018, https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2018/07/27/
silicon-valley-spies-china-russia-219071. 

51  Task Force on U.S.-China Policy, “U.S. Policy Toward China: Recommendations for a New Administration,” Asia Society and University of 
California San Diego, March 9, 2017, https://asiasociety.org/center-us-china-relations/us-policy-toward-china-recommendations-new-administration. 

52  Jun Mai, “The Long, Arduous Process to Joining China’s Communist Party,” South China Morning Post, July 1, 2016, https://www.scmp.com/
news/china/policies-politics/article/1984044/long-arduous-process-joining-chinas-communist-party.  

53  Dan Levin and Amy Qin, “True or Faked, Dirt on Chinese Fuels Blackmail,” New York Times, June 17, 2013, https://www.nytimes.
com/2013/06/18/world/asia/true-or-faked-dirt-on-chinese-fuels-blackmail.html.

be publicized, partly because the people involved 
fear retribution and it is often impossible to scrub 
identifying details while retaining the sense of 
injustice. 

Third, U.S. policymakers — as well as international 
affairs analysts and commentators — will need to 
become accustomed to the idea of asymmetric or 
sometimes disproportionate responses to Beijing. 
Reciprocity has gained traction, but the concept 
has little applicability beyond trade disputes.51 The 
most contentious areas of U.S.-Chinese relations do 
not feature proportionate or reciprocal responses 
because the U.S. government and American society 
do not have a parallel structure to the Chinese 
party-state. For right and proper reasons, the U.S. 
government will not compete with the Chinese 
Communist Party in coercing overseas Chinese 
to adopt pro-U.S. behaviors. Unlike Beijing, 
Washington will not arbitrarily detain family 
members or seize business assets. Beijing’s denial 
of visas for foreign journalists does not lend itself to 
a tit-for-tat response. There are far fewer American 
journalists in China than Chinese journalists 
working for official media outlets in the United 
States. To create corresponding effects when 
an American journalist faces visa trouble would 
require alternative and probably disproportionate 
responses.

Fourth, recalibrating U.S. policy toward China 
will entail costs. Individual, corporate, and even 
government interests almost certainly will be 
affected. The Chinese Communist Party was born 
out of a struggle, and its leaders fought their way 
up competitive ranks. Close to a million people 
enter the party each year after an arduous testing 
and interviewing regimen, and they continue to 
be evaluated throughout their careers.52 Those 
who make it to the Central Committee are the 
.01 percent of party cadre. Beyond the rigorous 
evaluation and performance requirements, officials 
also need to worry about ambitious colleagues and 
blackmailers who seek to discredit them as they 
climb the greasy pole.53 They and their willingness 
to compete should not be taken lightly. Already, in 
what appear to be the opening stages of a trade war, 
Beijing’s response to Trump administration actions 
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has targeted U.S. farmers in areas supportive of 
Trump.54 Simply put, competing effectively with 
China requires serious consideration; in particular, 
identifying America’s ultimate objectives in order 
to assess whether the sacrifices necessary to attain 
those goals are warranted.

Conclusion

Whatever the future holds for U.S.-Chinese 
relations, the status quo has been broken. The 
unaddressed inadequacies of engagement eroded 
the policy consensus around bilateral relations 
to such an extent that, even without a clear 
policy alternative, engagement has ended. Henry 
Kissinger, one of the original architects of the 
U.S. policy toward China that persisted through 
seven administrations, aptly described the current 
moment: “I think Trump may be one of those 
figures in history who appears from time to time 
to mark the end of an era and to force it to give 
up its old pretenses.”55 Although it would be useful 
to begin building a new consensus, the partisan 
climate of U.S. politics seems to preclude the 
sort of meaningful discussion that would lock in 
a sustainable bipartisan consensus, even though 
the next generation of policy hands in both parties 
think a new China policy is needed. Americans 
can discuss the tools and animating ideas that 
are needed to manage U.S.-Chinese relations and 
protect U.S. interests from a “revisionist China.” 
The conversation has moved to the point where 
concrete ideas of how to better understand the 
Chinese Communist Party and China, and how 
to be more competitive, must be fleshed out and 
debated. For many years, the critiques of U.S.-
Chinese relations may have been on point, but the 
recommendations fell short of offering something 
distinct from U.S. policy at the time.56

The approach outlined above is simple. 
Opportunities should be sought to apply effective 
leverage on Communist Party officials leading China. 
The barometer for these opportunities measures 
the ebb and flow of power across party leaders 
and institutions. When these opportunities arrive, 
Washington needs to be prepared to act and to do 
so in ways that go beyond reciprocity as a guiding 
principle. Ensuring that everything is prepared for 
these moments is a job for counterintelligence. 

54  Alexander Kwiatkowski, “Trade War Hits Trump Heartland, With Mines, Farms as Targets,” Bloomberg, June 15, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.
com/news/articles/2018-06-15/u-s-commodities-in-china-s-crosshairs-as-trade-war-escalates. 

55  Edward Luce, “Henry Kissinger: ‘We Are in a Very, Very Grave Period,’” Financial Times, July 20, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/926a66b0-
8b49-11e8-bf9e-8771d5404543. 

56  Peter Mattis, “A Shaky Case for Chinese Deception,” War on the Rocks, Feb. 19, 2015, https://warontherocks.com/2015/02/a-shaky-case-for-
chinese-deception-a-review-of-the-hundred-year-marathon/. 

Without secrecy to preserve U.S. leverage and the 
psychological willingness to use it, no one will be 
prepared to pull the trigger on pressuring China. 
If any particular theme runs through the failure of 
U.S. policy toward China, it is the U.S. government’s 
unwillingness to act to uphold American values and 
Chinese commitments. The stakes and interests 
involved in resolving this problem surely outweigh 
partisan considerations. 

Peter Mattis is a research fellow in China Studies 
at the Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation 
and a contributing editor to War on the Rocks. Mr. 
Mattis previously worked as a counterintelligence 
analyst at the Central Intelligence Agency before 
leaving government service to work as editor of the 
China Brief and to be a fellow at the Jamestown 
Foundation.
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Beacon and 
Warning: Sherman 
Kent, Scientific 
Hubris, and the 
CIA’s Office of 
National Estimates

Would-be forecasters have increasingly extolled the 
predictive potential of Big Data and artificial intelligence. This 
essay reviews the career of Sherman Kent, the Yale historian 
who directed the CIA’s Office of National Estimates from 
1952 to 1967, with an eye toward evaluating this enthusiasm. 
Charged with anticipating threats to U.S. national security, 
Kent believed, as did much of the postwar academy, that 
contemporary developments in the social sciences enabled 
scholars to forecast human behavior with far greater 
accuracy than before. The predictive record of the Office of 
National Estimates was, however, decidedly mixed. Kent’s 
methodological rigor enabled him to professionalize U.S. 
intelligence analysis, making him a model in today’s “post-
truth” climate, but his failures offer a cautionary tale for those 
who insist that technology will soon reveal the future.

1  Sherman Kent, “The Historian in Time of Trouble: The Age of Metternich” (paper presented at meeting of the American Historical Association, 
December 1940), folder 213, box 36, MS 854, Sherman Kent Papers, Manuscripts & Archives, Yale University Library (hereafter Sherman Kent 
Papers).

2  Sherman Kent, Reminiscences of a Varied Life (San Rafael, CA: The Printing Factory, 1991), 185–86.

3  Jeffrey T. Richelson, A Century of Spies: Intelligence in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 131.

4  Sherman Kent, Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1949).

I believe it is fair to say that, as a 
group, [19th-century historians] thought 
their knowledge of the past gave them a 

prophetic vision of what was to come.1
–Sherman Kent

It is no small irony that the man who did 
the most to develop the U.S. government’s 
ability to predict the future was, by training, 
profession, and temperament, a historian. 

In August 1941, just months before the Japanese 
bombed Pearl Harbor, Sherman Kent was recruited 
to join America’s first comprehensive intelligence 
agency — the organization that would soon 
become known as the Office of Strategic Services 
(OSS), the forerunner of the CIA. At the time, Kent 
was a 37-year-old professor at Yale, whose Gothic 
walls had sheltered him for nearly 20 years: as an 
undergraduate, as a doctoral student, and then as 
the teacher of “History 10,” the freshman course 

on European civilization.2 Kent had no military, 
diplomatic, or intelligence background — in fact, 
no government experience of any kind. This would 
seem to make him an odd candidate to serve 
William “Wild Bill” Donovan, a man of intimidating 
martial accomplishment, whom President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt had recently tapped to set up his spy 
shop.3

Of course, Donovan did not want Kent to be a 
covert operative. Rather, he wanted Kent to run 
the Mediterranean desk of the OSS’s Research and 
Analysis Branch. Kent accepted the offer and spent 
the war churning out reports that, among other 
things, prepared Allied forces for their 1942 invasion 
of North Africa. After the war, Kent put off his return 
to Yale to spend a year at the newly formed National 
War College, where he wrote Strategic Intelligence 
for American World Policy, a book that outlined a 
framework for intelligence collection, analysis, and 
dissemination.4 The book received wide attention 
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inside and outside government. Famed columnists 
Joseph and Stewart Alsop declared it “the most 
important postwar book on strategic intelligence.”5 
Decades later, it is still considered one of the field’s 
foundational texts.6

It was, in part, on the strength of that book 
that, in 1950, Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith, 
who had been Gen. Dwight Eisenhower’s wartime 
chief of staff, asked Kent to join him at the Central 
Intelligence Agency, which President Harry S. 
Truman had just appointed him to lead. Kent’s 
role was “unprecedented in history,” as one CIA 
historian put it.7 He would be deputy director and 
soon director of the Office of National Estimates 
(ONE), charged not simply with analyzing the 
events of the Cold War but with anticipating 
them.8 The United States had just been surprised 
by North Korea’s invasion of the South, and with 
the stakes of the Cold War continuing to rise, 
another surprise was something that could not be 
tolerated. In Kent’s words,

The existence of controllable atomic energy 
and the dead certainty that others besides 
ourselves will soon possess the technical 
secrets, place a new and forceful emphasis 
upon intelligence as one of the most vital 
elements in our survival.9 

Kent never returned to Yale after joining ONE. 
By the time he left the agency, after 17 years, he 
was a legend. As J. Kenneth McDonald, formerly 
the CIA’s chief historian, would write, “Sherman 
Kent is a larger than life figure in the history of the 
Central Intelligence Agency.”10 

Such accolades were hard-earned. When Kent 
joined the Research and Analysis Branch, U.S. 
intelligence analysis was a haphazard affair. By 
the time he left the CIA, it was an orderly process 
staffed by career analysts who hewed to a strict 
methodology that prioritized objectivity in the face 

5  The Alsop brothers quote is from Bret Barnes, “CIA Official Sherman Kent, 82, Dies,” Washington Post, March 14, 1986, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/archive/local/1986/03/14/cia-official-sherman-kent-82-dies/e22ef6e0-a118-42be-b529-7e39f2babaaa/.

6  Jack Davis, “Sherman Kent and the Profession of Intelligence Analysis,” Sherman Kent Center for Intelligence Analysis Occasional Papers 1, no. 
5 (November 2002), https://www.cia.gov/library/kent-center-occasional-papers/vol1no5.htm.

7  Donald P. Steury, “Introduction,” in Sherman Kent and the Board of National Estimates, ed. Donald P. Steury (Central Intelligence Agency, 1994), 
13.

8  To be precise, William Langer served as director for ONE’s first year, with Kent as his deputy, but Smith had made it clear upfront that Kent 
would take Langer’s position when the Harvard historian had to return to Cambridge in 1951. Kent, Reminiscences, 244. On ONE’s remit, see Kent, 
Reminiscences, 257–58.

9  Sherman Kent, “Prospects for the National Intelligence Service,” Yale Review 36, no. 1 (Autumn 1946): 116–17. 

10  J. Kenneth McDonald, “Foreword,” in Steury, Sherman Kent and the Board of National Estimates, 7.

11  See, for example, Thomas M. Nichols, The Death of Expertise: The Campaign Against Established Knowledge and Why It Matters (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2017); and Michiko Kakutani, The Death of Truth (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2018).

of ambiguity and neutrality in the face of ideology. 
Kent’s insistence on disinterested analysis gave 
ONE a degree of independence from Washington 
politics, and his reverence for the scientific method 
legitimized its work on prediction. Such efforts 
easily could have been dismissed as crystal-ball 
speculation, but Kent benefited from the postwar 
scholarly zeitgeist, which held that human systems, 
like physical systems, were governed by laws that 
made their behavior predictable. Similar to his 
academic contemporaries, Kent ardently believed 
that even complex domains, like geopolitics, were 
inherently knowable. At ONE, he strove for nothing 
less than a science of prediction.

It is this passion that both complicates Kent’s 
legacy and makes it particularly relevant today. On 
the one hand, at a moment in which expertise — 
indeed the very nature of truth — is under attack,11 
Kent can serve as a much-needed beacon of 
reason, a venerable model of Enlightenment values 
and their importance to national security. What’s 
more, Kent anticipated — by decades — seminal 
findings in the field of judgment and decision-
making, such as the prevalence of overconfidence 
and the dangers of confirmation bias, that have 
validated the role of social science in intelligence 
analysis. On the other hand, Kent’s epistemological 
enthusiasm turned out to be hubris. In his belief 
that science could unmask the geopolitical future, 
Kent overreached. ONE’s estimates were often 
wrong, the experts he revered underperformed 
as forecasters, and a science of prediction proved 
elusive. 

Today’s world is, once again, intoxicated by 
the prospect of prediction, hooked this time on 
a cocktail of Big-Data-enabled machine learning. 
Artificial intelligence undoubtedly holds great 
promise, but the excitement about its capabilities 
feels familiar and feverish. So, although Sherman 
Kent stands as a beacon, he may prove even more 
useful as a warning. 

The Recruitment

Kent was born in California in 1903, the son of a 
businessman-politician who served three terms in 
Congress. In 1921, because nearly every other man 
in his family had done so,12 he began his studies at 
Yale, where he promptly distinguished himself by 
flunking freshman history. The failure hit him hard. 
And because the class was mandatory, he feared he 
would be kicked out. “In fact, I was so pessimistic 
in my outlook,” he later wrote in a self-published 
memoir, “that whereas every other freshman 
bought a big blue Yale banner with the words 
‘YALE 1926’ on it, I was so sure that I was not long 
for the Class of 1926 that I bought a banner that 
read simply ‘YALE’.”13

Kent retook and passed the class, but he avoided 
further history courses until he registered for an 
introduction to medieval France with John Allison, 
whom he recalled as “the most interesting and 
perhaps the most compelling lecturer on the whole 
faculty.”14 After graduation, Kent struggled to 
choose a profession, vacillating between practicing 
law and teaching high school. It was Allison who 
suggested that he pursue his Ph.D. at Yale, a goal 
that might be attainable — despite the fact that 
his academic record “was no great shakes,” as 
Kent put it — if he applied while professors still 
remembered him.15 He followed Allison’s advice 
and was accepted. Seven years later, he earned a 
doctorate in history, specializing in 19th-century 
French politics, and joined Yale’s history faculty.  

In 1941, he was teaching the very class he had 
failed when he got a call from Conyers Read, 
a historian of Renaissance-era England at the 
University of Pennsylvania, whom he knew “both 
personally and professionally.”16 The purpose of 
the call was vague. As far as Kent could tell, Read 
was “mobilizing historians” to compile information 
for a government propaganda effort. Kent was 
intrigued enough to get on a train to Washington 
to meet with Read and William Langer, a famed 
Harvard professor of diplomatic history. There, 

12  Antonia Woodford, “Sherman Kent at Yale: The Making of an Intelligence Analyst,” Yale Historical Review 3, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 64, https://
historicalreview.yale.edu/sites/default/files/spring_2014_yhr_web_0.pdf. I am indebted to this article for pointing me to certain correspondence 
between Sherman Kent and his mother. 

13  Kent, Reminiscences, 77.

14  Kent, Reminiscences, 101.

15  Kent, Reminiscences, 108–9.

16  The information in this paragraph comes from Sherman Kent letter to his mother, Elizabeth Thatcher Kent, Aug. 20, 1941, folder 996, box 50, 
MS 309, William Kent Family Papers, Manuscripts & Archives, Yale University Library (hereafter William Kent Family Papers).

17  Sherman Kent letter to his mother, Aug. 27, 1941, folder 996, box 50, MS 309, William Kent Family Papers.

18  Kent, Reminiscences, 185–86.

the two told Kent that Roosevelt was forming an 
agency under Donovan — known initially as the 
Office of the Coordinator of Information and, soon 
after, as the Office of Strategic Services — that 
would combine intelligence analysis, operations, 
counterintelligence, and propaganda. They wanted 
him to join the analytic branch.

As Kent explained in a letter to his mother, 

It seems that there is a very enormously 
great damn deal of information coming in to 
various governmental agencies — military 
and naval intelligence, F.B.I., State Dept. 
etc. — all of it gathered and put together by 
specialists in the multitude of special fields. 
As yet there is no one with the training or 
desire to coordinate the dope for purposes 
of high policy.17 

Indeed, the prewar coordination of “dope” 
was poor. Today, the intelligence community — 
composed of 17 separate organizations, led by the 
director of national intelligence — is an integral part 
of the U.S. national security establishment. But in 
1941, there was no such arrangement. The military 
collected information on foreign forces, as it had 
during World War I, and the State Department 
gathered political and economic intelligence, but 
Roosevelt was happy with neither the soldiers nor 
the diplomats. Kent explained,

It seemed that Mr. Roosevelt was far 
from pleased with the kind of intelligence 
support he was getting from the armed 
forces and was also inclined to disbelieve 
or give low credence to the political and 
economic information that was coming 
into the Department of State from its many 
diplomatic missions overseas.18

Kent was immediately interested in the job. 
Although his continuing work on French history 
was proceeding well, he had been worrying for 
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months about “how remote and useless this sort of 
research appears in the light of our crisis values,”19 
which is to say that Adolf Hitler’s conquest of 
Europe made Bourbon France seem a bit arcane. 
The job with the Office of the Coordinator of 
Information seemed like a chance to use his skills 
to participate in the war (or, at this point, prewar) 
effort. What’s more, Read and Langer assured him 
he would be working alongside some of the most 
impressive scholars in the country: “Apparently 
the lure of the work has been enough to get the real 
top men in history, geography, and economics from 
all over the country.”20 He accepted the offer and 
within two weeks was in Washington, serving as 
chief of the Mediterranean division in the office’s 
Research and Analysis Branch, or “R&A.”

To understand why a man of action like Bill 
Donovan was mobilizing historians to supply the 
president with intelligence may require denizens 
of the digital age, constantly bombarded as they 
are by multiple streams of information, to think 
about what “information” meant in the mid-20th 
century. In 1941, information was stored on paper, 
catalogued on cards, and retrieved by people, not 
computers. What’s more, in contrast with today’s 

service- and information-based economy, the 
economy of the early 1940s was dominated by 
manufacturing and agriculture. Only 5 percent of 
the adult population had a college degree.21 That 
meant that only a tiny sliver of the population 
could be considered “knowledge workers,” in 
today’s parlance — people with the skills to find, 
collate, and process vast amounts of information, 

19  Sherman Kent letter to his mother, March 12, 1941, folder 995, box 50, MS 309, William Kent Family Papers.

20  Sherman Kent letter to his mother, Sept. 12, 1941, folder 997, box 50, MS 309, William Kent Family Papers.

21  “1940-2010: How Has America Changed?” U.S. Census Bureau, March 14, 2012. https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2012/
comm/1940-census-change.html.

22  Kent, Reminiscences, 198.

23  Kent, Reminiscences, 187–88.

24  Richelson, Century of Spies, 204.

especially information on far-flung locales 
and esoteric subjects. Chief among them were 
academics.

After World War I — during which U.S. 
intelligence efforts had grown substantially — the 
Army and Navy had been charged with maintaining 
a “constant flow of information from almost every 
part of the world,” according to Kent.22 Had they 
done so, by the time the Japanese bombed Pearl 
Harbor, the United States would have had hundreds 
of encyclopedic volumes on various countries and 
topics. Instead, the information gathered did not 
seem to be enough to fill a single volume. As Kent 
describes, 

From our visits and meetings with the 
various intelligence officers of the Armed 
Forces, we had some pretty solid evidence 
that any active intelligence work must have 
ended with the First World War. … There 
could be no speedier way to bring to light 
the shocking state of U.S. intelligence than 
the imminent outbreak of war.23 

The problem the United States faced as 
it approached a global 
showdown with the Axis 

powers was how to collect, 
synthesize, and present massive 

amounts of information about 
foreign countries and potential 

theaters of battle. That is why, 
when the Office of the Coordinator 

of Information was first conceived, 
Archibald MacLeish, the librarian of 

Congress, gathered representatives 
from several tweedy organizations — the 

American Council of Learned Societies, the 
Social Science Research Council, and the 

National Archives — to determine who among them 
could best advise the new research-and-analysis 
effort.24 It was often academics — historians, 
political scientists, and geographers — who knew 
the most about the foreign lands the United States 
would be fighting in, and they knew how to get 
information they did not have and distill the data 
into a readable product. 

However well-prepared his profession was for 
the task, Kent was shaken by his introduction to 
R&A: 

I’ve been new to many jobs before, but I’ve 
never been new to a new job. I’ve never 
been set down (or far better) stood up to do 
something, anything, not knowing how to 
do it [and] been unable to find anyone who 
has more dope than myself. It is a shattering 
experience.25 

A set of notes from his first weeks on the job 
contains questions ranging from the mundane 
(“Do I need one of those badges. Where do I get 
it.”) to the fundamental (“Will research carried on 
be primarily of [a] strategic nature”).26 As he later 
recalled, 

There were few in Washington who could 
give any guidance as to how to go about 
the business at hand. What intelligence 
techniques there were, ready and available, 
were in their infancy. Intelligence was to 
us at that period really nothing in itself; it 
was, at best, the sum of what we, from our 
outside experience, could contribute to a job 
to be done.27

One expectation was met, however: Read and 
Langer’s promise that he would be working with 
the top scholars in the country was borne out. 
Many of Kent’s colleagues were at the peak of 
their profession. James Phinney Baxter was the 
president of Williams College. John Fairbank was 
the country’s leading Sinologist. Hajo Holborn was 
the Sterling professor of history at Yale. There were 
dozens and dozens more. As historian Robin Winks 
put it, “The list of historians who worked for the 
OSS reads like a Who’s Who of the profession.”28

By contrast, Kent was not yet a full professor. He 
was probably tapped for the job because, like nearly 

25  Sherman Kent letter to his mother, Sept. 6, 1941, folder 997, box 50, MS 309, William Kent Family Papers. It is not clear what Kent was referring 
to when he wrote that he had been new to many jobs before, given that he had worked at Yale his entire career.

26  Sherman Kent, untitled notes that Kent dates to “about 10 Sept 1941,” folder 58, box 43, MS 854, Sherman Kent Papers.

27  Sherman Kent, “The Need for an Intelligence Literature,” Studies in Intelligence 1, no. 1 (September 1955), https://www.cia.gov/library/center-
for-the-study-of-intelligence/kent-csi/vol1no1/html/v01i1a01p_0001.htm.

28  Robin W. Winks, Cloak & Gown: Scholars in the Secret War, 1939–1961 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987), 495.

29  Woodford, “Sherman Kent at Yale,” 80.

30  Kent, “The Historian in Time of Trouble.”

31  The clubbiness of Research and Analysis is vividly demonstrated by Kent’s description of his own hiring practices: “My first and most pressing 
task was to begin recruiting staff for my Mediterranean section. Rudolph Winnacker immediately came to mind … he was a fellow French historian 
whose interests and sympathies often paralleled my own. … It was Bill Langer who directed us to Rick (Richard P.) Stebbins who had done his 
graduate work at Harvard. … Soon after Dick, we hired Henry Cord Meyer from Yale where he was doing his graduate work on ‘Mittel Europa’ under 
Hajo Holborn. I had been close to Holborn while at Yale and was happy to invite Henry with Hajo’s strong recommendation. … Also largely on 
Holborn’s advice we recruited Bob (Robert G.) Miner. Bob was also doing his graduate work at Yale. … Another one of our early recruits and again 
from Yale was Henry L. Roberts.” Kent, Reminiscences, 100–02.

everyone who was hired, he knew someone — in 
his case, Conyers Read — who was doing the hiring. 
But there were one or two other factors that might 
have pushed him higher on Read’s list. The first 
was a committee that Kent founded at Yale, in 1939, 
dedicated to collecting prewar German propaganda 
and preserving it for the historical record.29 
The second was a talk he gave to the American 
Historical Association in December 1940 under 
the heading “The Historian in Time of Trouble,” 
in which he described historians who, at times of 
political unrest, had stepped out of the ivory tower 
to guide the political process: “It was the scholar-
statesman who knew the points of reference in 
the past and could use them as guides to the right 
regulation of future public affairs.”30 Both activities 
broadcast Kent’s desire to do something of grand 
purpose during a time of global crisis. And, because 
midcentury academia was an old boys’ club — and 
because, as a Yale faculty member, Kent sat at one 
of its most exclusive tables — it may not have 
taken much prompting for Read to call him that 
August day in 1941.31

Research and Analysis

Whatever the proximate cause of Kent’s hiring, 
he rapidly distinguished himself at R&A. 

Kent arrived in Washington with a well-defined 
way of thinking — or, more accurately, a well-
defined way of thinking about how one should 
think. Kent was not an ideologue — far from it. He 
was a methodologist. In fact, when Read had called 
him to service, he had just been wrapping up the 
proofs of a book on the proper way to do history. 
Writing History was intended primarily as a primer 
for undergraduates who had to produce their 
first history papers. (Reading the book, one gets 
the sense that Kent was tired of seeing the same 
mistakes in each iteration of his “History 10” class.) 
But the volume also serves as a succinct guide to 
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Kent’s faith in reason, the scientific method, and 
the search for truth.

The “most serious” reason to study history, he 
wrote, is that it brings the student into “intimate 
contact with the chief philosophical assumptions 
behind his existence. For if his work [is to] 
have any merit at all, it will have come from the 
systematic nature of his research and thought.”32 
He continued: “Chiefly does ‘systematic’ study 
imply skepticism of things taken for granted.”33 To 
Kent, such skepticism — the willingness to criticize 
assumptions, particularly one’s own — was the 
essence of history, of estimable thought in general. 
What’s more, he maintained, rational, systematic 
thought is what enables social progress.

Although Kent stressed the importance of 
narrative in history, he saw the discipline as “akin 
to the method of science which Francis Bacon put 
forth in the early seventeenth century.” Specifically, 
Kent wrote,

It consists of gathering facts. … It consists 
of forming hypotheses on the basis of these 
facts, of testing these hypotheses for traces 
of one’s own ignorance or bias, of cleansing 
them if possible. The goal of research is to 
build better hypotheses than already exist 
and to establish them as relatively more 
true: it is to reveal a sharper picture of what 
happened and to make a closer approach to 
actuality than anyone has yet contrived.34

Writing History was a manifesto for realizing 
truth through the scientific method, intellectual 
flexibility, and unrelenting skepticism of the 
evidence.

Kent brought this attitude directly to Research 
and Analysis, whose purpose, he noted, “was trying 
by the method of science to approach truth.”35 As 
his close colleague Harold P. Ford would later note, 

Closely paralleling the theory and practice 
of professional intelligence were certain 
of the principles of the historian’s calling 
Sherman Kent enunciated in his first [sic] 
book, Writing History, which he had written 

32  Sherman Kent, Writing History (New York: F.S. Crofts & Co., 1941), 4.

33  Kent, Writing History, 5.

34  Kent, Writing History, 29–30.

35  Sherman Kent, “Research and Analysis Branch, 1943–1945,” folder 58, box 43, MS 854, Sherman Kent Papers.

36  Ford, “A Tribute to Sherman Kent,” 26. Kent’s first book was actually Electoral Procedure Under Louis Philippe (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1937).

37  Winks, Cloak & Gown, 67.

38  Sherman Kent letter to his mother, Sept. 6, 1941.

39  Winks, Cloak & Gown, 62–63.

40  Kent, Strategic Intelligence, 74.

while at Yale. In many of the passages one 
need only substitute the words ‘intelligence 
officer’ for ‘historian.’36

In that scholarly attitude, Kent both reflected 
and contributed to the approach of R&A writ large. 
The Research and Analysis Branch became known 
as “the Campus” not simply because it comprised 
some 900 scholars but because their methods, 
far from being clandestine, relied so heavily on 
libraries and other open-source materials, such 
as government testimony, newspaper articles, and 
radio reports. Donovan, who lacked no flair for 
the dramatic, embraced the “Bad Eyes Brigade” 
because he could see just how much information 
they could pull from the most prosaic of sources.37 
Kent spent his first day on the job at the Library 
of Congress retrieving articles from the American 
Historical Review and the Journal of Modern 
History “in an effort to discover what Americans 
have written on the fine red Mediterranean.”38 It 
would quickly become clear that the R&A scholars 
could produce most of what the military (and 
other elements of the war effort) needed simply by 
hitting the books. As Winks put it, “R&A controlled 
the most powerful weapon in the OSS arsenal: the 
three-by-five index card.”39 

R&A was like a university in another crucial 
respect: its tolerance, and even encouragement, 
of free thinking — an approach that was rare in 
the bureaucracy and the military but that could 
produce brilliant ideas and reduce the risk of 
artificial consensus. Kent later explained the need 
to tolerate idiosyncrasy: 

In a sense, intelligence organizations must 
be not a little like a large university faculty. 
They must have the people to whom research 
and rigorous thought are the breath of life, 
and they must accordingly have tolerance 
for the queer bird and the eccentric with a 
unique talent. They must guarantee a sort of 
academic freedom of inquiry and must fight 
off those who derogate such freedom by 
pointing to its occasional crackpot finding.40

But R&A was unlike a university faculty in a few 
important ways — ways that not only helped its 
work but that also foreshadowed developments in 
the academy itself by many years. For one thing, 
R&A did not merely encourage but demanded 
collaboration among its scholars. Whereas many 
academics were used to 
beavering away in solitude 
on a project for years on end, 
the breadth of knowledge 
needed for any one project 
and the speed with which 
reports had to be produced 
required cooperation. That 
cooperation rankled egos, 
and some argued that 
collaboration actually diluted 
the scientific method since no single person would 
collect the data, draw hypotheses, test them, and, 
if necessary, start over.41 Yet analysts had no choice 
but to work together given wartime deadlines. As 
Kent noted, R&A might have had the aura of a 
university, but it had the pace of a newsroom.42

R&A also forced its 900 scholars to work across 
disciplines. The bureau included historians, 
economists, political scientists, geographers, 
psychologists, and anthropologists.43 As 
Winks notes, “Since intelligence required its 
own methodology, R&A would derive this 
methodology from several disciplines.”44 But such 
interdisciplinary cooperation was not normal for 
the time. In particular, the economists, with their 
mathematical models, chafed at working with 
colleagues from less quantitative fields and showed 
a tendency toward bureaucratic expansionism: 
“We have taken over Europe. We are moving in 
on the Far East and we will shortly get going on 
the USSR,” one junior economist wrote.45 As Jack 
Davis, a CIA expert on Sherman Kent, quipped, 
“One of Kent’s legendary achievements was to 
talk reluctant economists into serving under the 
direction of an historian.”46

The first real test of such coordination — and 

41  Winks, Cloak & Gown, 69.

42  Kent, Strategic Intelligence, 75.

43  Central Intelligence Agency, “The Office of Strategic Services: Research and Analysis Branch,” https://www.cia.gov/news-information/featured-
story-archive/2010-featured-story-archive/oss-research-and-analysis.html.

44  Winks, Cloak & Gown, 72.

45  As quoted in Barry M. Katz, Foreign Intelligence: Research and Analysis in the Office of Strategic Services 1942–1945 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1989), 102.

46  Davis, “Sherman Kent and the Profession of Intelligence Analysis.”

47  Winks, Cloak & Gown, 85.

48  Davis, “Sherman Kent and the Profession of Intelligence Analysis.” 

49  Richelson, Century of Spies, 204–5.

of Kent himself — came in August 1942, when 
Donovan told R&A that the Allies were planning 
to invade North Africa and needed information 
on the region immediately. North Africa fell 
within Kent’s brief, and, in a marathon 50-hour 
session, he and the R&A staff produced a report 

on Morocco, followed by reports on Algeria and 
Tunisia. The military was impressed by both 
the rapid response and the sheer breadth of the 
reports, and, Winks writes, “Donovan told the 
unit that they had produced ‘the first victory’ for 
R&A’s methodology.”47 According to Davis, “The 
North Africa reports helped make R&A’s reputation 
with the military as a valuable win-the-war asset. 
The event also made Kent’s reputation as a rising 
star in the new world of intelligence research and 
analysis.”48 Kent continued to make himself useful 
within the organization, advancing where there 
were openings, and, by the end of the war, his 
reputation had spread. 

Washington had taken notice of R&A’s 
accomplishments. The volume of information that 
the analysts processed — during a single week in 
1943, the branch was inundated with 45,000 pages 
of foreign material — was staggering. Their output 
was even more so — some 3,000 reports on a 
preposterously wide range of topics.49 Intelligence 
historian Jeffrey Richelson describes the scope of 
their efforts: 

The subjects of R&A studies covered a vast 
number of economic, political, sociological, 
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and military subjects: the status of rail 
traffic on the Russian front in Japan, the 
attitudes of the Roman Catholic church in 
Hungary, Charles de Gaulle’s political ideas, 
the looting and damaging of art works, 
the Indian Communist party, trade routes 
in the Congo basin, Japan’s electric power 
industry, and the relation of tin acquisitions 
to airplane production in Japan.50

And yet R&A’s prodigious output and its 
contribution to the Allied war effort did not ensure 
its organizational survival.51 Almost immediately 
after Japan’s surrender in August 1945, Truman 
fired Donovan, whom he found arrogant, and 
shelved his plan to create a centralized intelligence 
service, telling Harold Smith, who directed the 
Bureau of the Budget, that he had “in mind a 
different kind of intelligence service from what this 
country has had in the past.”52 In the meantime, 
he disbanded the OSS, placing its clandestine 
operations within the War Department and the 
Research and Analysis Branch within the State 
Department, whose area experts and diplomats 
were all too happy to sideline a group of scholars 
whose skills they saw as redundant to their own. 

Social Science and the 
Promise of Prediction

Kent initially joined his colleagues in the State 
Department, but by May 1946 he had become 
despondent at their subordination within the 
Foggy Bottom bureaucracy. In this dark moment, 
Kent was approached by Vice Adm. Harry W. Hill 
and Maj. Gen. Alfred Gruenther, respectively the 
commandant and vice commandant of the newly 
formed National War College. They asked him to 
join their civilian staff. It was a prestigious offer: 
The staff already included such notables as George 
F. Kennan, who would soon publish his famous 
“X” article in Foreign Affairs, “The Sources of 
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Soviet Conduct,”53 and Bernard Brodie, who had 
just published The Absolute Weapon, the first 
book to explain how the atom bomb had radically 
changed military strategy.54 Kent accepted the job 
and used the time it afforded him to write Strategic 
Intelligence, a manifesto on “knowledge vital for 
national survival”55 and a guide for acquiring and 
processing it that the intelligence community 
would come to consider every bit as important as 
the seminal works by Kennan and Brodie. 

Meanwhile, despite its burst of wartime activity, 
U.S. intelligence was once again in danger of 
underperforming. The problem this time was not 
a failure of vigilance — the shock of Pearl Harbor 
remained vivid, and growing tensions with the 
Soviet Union made it clear that the United States 
needed a centralized intelligence agency — but, 
rather, a failure of execution. In 1947, Congress 
passed the National Security Act, which, among 
other things, established the CIA. Nevertheless, 
the United States was surprised when, in June 
1950, North Korea invaded the South. At this 
point, Truman replaced the CIA’s first director 
with Gen. “Beetle” Smith, Eisenhower’s wartime 
chief of staff. Kent soon received another phone 
call requesting his service.

In the fall of 1950, Kent met with Smith, who 
explained that he was establishing an Office of 
National Estimates, whose sole purpose would be 
to illuminate, as best as possible, the uncertainty 
of the future, and that he wanted Kent to join 
— briefly as deputy and then as director (when 
the inaugural director, Kent’s old R&A boss Bill 
Langer, would have to return to Harvard). Kent 
initially demurred, saying that his experience 
at R&A had concerned research, not prediction, 
but Smith insisted.56 So, on Nov. 15, 1950 — the 
day the Chinese crossed the Yalu River, entering 
the war and yet again proving the inadequacy of 
U.S. predictive capabilities — Kent returned to 
Washington to first help and then lead an effort 
no one there had attempted before: predicting 
global affairs.57 As Kent would later put it, “In 

short, if there was any office in the United States 
Government which was and should have been 
perpetually wondering about the future and where 
its perils or the opposite lay, we were it.”58 

Why was Smith so keen to hire Kent? For one 
thing, R&A had amply shown how valuable 
academics could be to the military and therefore to 
national security, and Kent had established himself 
as the scholar/analyst-in-chief during his tenure. 
In a 1946 memo to Gen. Hoyt Vandenberg, who 
headed the Central Intelligence Group (a short-
lived postwar precursor to the CIA), Kent argued 
that “university people” were most qualified for 
research and analysis work. Kent continued,

Most of the R/A type of functions are best 
performed by people who are experts in the 
so-called social sciences, i.e., economics, 
history, international law, international 
relations, geography, and sometimes even 
psychology or sociology.59 

He also argued that a surge in patriotic sentiment 
had given the U.S. government 
an opportunity to leverage 
academia, with young scholars 
eager to serve their country. 
Kent saw the CIA’s establishment 
as an opportunity to lure the 
most senior faculty to intelligence 
work, cultivate the next generation 
of intelligence analysts, and perhaps 
even change the way universities 
thought about their responsibility to 
national security. Kent was a natural 
bridge between the previous generation of 
intelligence analysts and the next — between 
the successes of R&A and the challenges of ONE.

Smith was also attracted to Kent because of what 
he had written in Strategic Intelligence, a book that 
Smith’s deputy had not only read but also reviewed 
and discussed with Kent.60 Among its contributions, 
the book offered a new taxonomy for intelligence 
analysis. Whereas previous works might have 
classified intelligence products according to the 
intended consumer, the method of collection, or 
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62  Kent, Strategic Intelligence, 7.
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the degree of tactical versus strategic importance, 
Kent explicitly categorized intelligence analysis 
by time — that is, whether it focused on the past, 
the present, or the future.61 Thus, he divided all 
intelligence into the “basic descriptive form” 
(the sort of data one might find in an almanac or, 
today, in the CIA’s World Factbook), the “current 
reportorial form” (contemporary information that 
could come from the day’s newspaper or the report 
of an intelligence operative), and the “speculative-
evaluative form” (analysis of what other states 
were likely to do and what the United States could 
do to alter their course of action, if necessary).62 

The first two categories involved description, 
but the third involved the very thing Smith was 
looking for: prediction. Kent devoted an entire 
chapter to the practice and promise of prediction 
— or “estimation” — concluding that, if one had 
sufficient descriptive and reportorial information, 
“intelligence ought to be able to make shrewd 
guesses — estimates they are generally called 
— as to what [any country] is likely to do in any 
circumstance whatsoever.”63

That, itself, was a bold prediction. A key reason 
for Kent’s confidence was his assessment of the 
growing abilities of the “university people” he had 
praised to Vandenberg: 

The social sciences have by no means 
yet attained the precision of the natural 
sciences; they may never do so. But in spite 
of the profound methodological problems 
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which they face, they have advanced 
prodigiously in the last fifty years. Taken 
as a block of wisdom on humanity their 
accomplishments are large not merely in the 
area of description but more importantly in 
the area of prognosis.64

In the event that anyone disagreed, Kent huffily 
concluded, “If the record did not read thus, this 
book most emphatically would not have contained 
a chapter on this element of the long-range 
intelligence job.”65

Writing in 1947, Kent was describing radical 
changes in the postwar academy, both in its 
practices and in its promises. The social sciences 
had been trying to identify causal 
relationships in human behavior for 
decades, but whereas they had initially 
been more philosophical in orientation 
and qualitative in their evidence, 
by midcentury the social sciences 
had begun to turn toward a harder, 
analytic style that used quantitative 
methods to test hypotheses.66 They 
began to treat social systems much 
like physical systems — that is, subject 
to discoverable natural laws. As 
intellectual historian Louis Menand has 
put it, they adopted a “self-consciously 
scientific model of research.”67 Each of 
the disciplines underwent a paradigm 
shift that led to a new emphasis on 
theory, with a particular stress on 
modeling. As historian of science 
Hunter Heyck has catalogued,

Before 1940, zero research articles published 
in the flagship journals of the five largest 
social sciences in America described what 
they were doing as “modeling” something. 
Zero. By the 1970s, half of all articles in those 
journals did so.68 

The use of mathematics similarly spiked, as 
did the tendency to explicitly connect empirical 
findings to theoretical literature. Effectively, 
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American scholars thought they would soon be 
able to codify and quantify human behavior. The 
result was greater faith in social scientists’ ability 
to explain and predict.69

Usable findings are what both scholars and 
policymakers hoped for. With the war, the academy 
had ceased to be an ivory tower and instead 
had become an engine of military innovation as 
scientists and engineers turned out everything 
from more reliable ammunition to the atomic 
bomb. Though in not quite as flashy a fashion, 
social scientists had made their own contributions 
to the Allied victory, tweaking and even guiding 
the war effort to maximize American power — for 
example, by managing production so as to speed 

the manufacture of materiel and by optimizing 
the effectiveness of military tactics through 
operations research. Social science had shown 
that it could have a concrete impact, not simply 
philosophical implications. It stood to reason that 
if the social sciences suddenly had a greater base 
of scholars to draw from (because of the GI Bill), 
more funding (because of government contracts), 
and new tools that allowed for more powerful 
analysis (computers, data, and statistical models), 
then they could accomplish even more. Menand 
wrote, “The idea that academics, particularly in 

the social sciences, could provide the state with 
neutral research results on which pragmatic public 
policies could be based was an animating idea in 
the 1950s university.”70 

It was an intoxicating idea that recalled the 
heights of the Progressive Era. Sociologist Daniel 
Bell captured the enthusiasm of the moment this 
way: 

To put the question grandly, if physics and 
its allied sciences have given us a greater 
and more complex understanding of nature 
so that we have been able to transform 
nature, what have the social sciences 
learned about human nature…[that] would 
enable us to achieve the utopian visions of 
our forebears? Or to put the issue in the 
vernacular: if we have been able to engineer 
E=MC2 into a nuclear bomb, and to put a man 
on the moon, can we educate our children 
better, design a more pleasing environment, 
utilize productivity to conquer poverty, or 
create an “artificial intelligence” that would 
extend men’s powers to think, as machines 
have extended our physical powers? In 
the mid-twentieth century these were the 
promises.71

It was prediction, however, that most concerned 
the U.S. national security establishment. Smith 
established ONE because, having been surprised 
at Pearl Harbor, the United States had to do 
everything possible to foresee, and thereby 
forestall, a nuclear Pearl Harbor. The belief 
that social scientists — experts — were best 
equipped to make such predictions reflected the 
contemporary academic worldview, of which Kent 
was a proponent. “[S]ome of the problems having 
to do with national survival involve long-range 
speculations on the strength and intentions of 
other states, involve estimates of their probable 
responses to acts which we ourselves plan to 
initiate. These cannot be dealt with except by the 
special techniques of the expert,” Kent wrote.72 
ONE would give him the chance to develop those 
techniques — and, implicitly, to test the promise 
of social science.
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Toward a Science of Prediction

Smith dubbed ONE the “heart of the CIA.” 
Unlike R&A with its hundreds of scholars, ONE 
had a research staff of only 25 to 30 people (most 
with advanced degrees in the social sciences 
or history), capped by a board of experts (on 
which Langer, Kent, and other notables served). 
In addition to intelligence from the agency itself, 
the bulk of ONE’s information came not from 
libraries but from the Army, the Navy, the State 
Department, the Atomic Energy Commission, 
the FBI, and, later, the Department of Defense — 
each of which had its own intelligence operation. 
An advisory board composed of representatives 
from each of those agencies decided on what 
subjects ONE would produce National Intelligence 
Estimates, or NIEs, which Kent described as 
one of Smith’s “major innovations” — a tool for 
fulfilling the CIA’s legal and bureaucratic mandate 
to coordinate and disseminate intelligence in a 
manner that best aided national security.73 ONE 
thus served a management function — as an office 
of the only “national” intelligence agency, the 
CIA — and “had the pen” on all estimates. But its 
drafts were reviewed by all participating agencies, 
and the final product was supposed to represent a 
consensus view.74

The bureaucratic, cooperative, and consensual 
nature of NIE production — however agonizing 
it must have been at times — should have lent 
the process credibility. If everyone from generals 
to G-men to nuclear scientists participated in a 
forecasting exercise, it should have been difficult 
to dismiss the results out of hand. Instead, Kent 
often found himself confronting a no-win situation. 
Policymakers who agreed with the conclusions of a 
given NIE would find it of little value because they 
had already made the same projections themselves. 
Policymakers who disagreed with the conclusions 
would challenge the NIE’s methodological validity 
or even the credibility of those who produced it. 
And because intelligence is sometimes trumped 
by exogenous factors (like domestic politics), even 
the best estimate could be prescient but, in the 
end, worthless.75

Given such challenges, Kent said, the only thing 
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one could do was to produce the most objective and 
disinterested product possible. Strive to uncover 
the truth “until it hurts” and present it credibly, 
and analysts would have the greatest chance of 
influencing policy.76 That is why he endeavored 
to make estimation a scientific process — and 
to depict it as such. Kent had spent his entire 
career lauding the scientific method — in Writing 
History, during his time at R&A, and in Strategic 
Intelligence. ONE was no different. 

In an article he wrote for the in-house CIA journal 

he helped to establish, Studies in Intelligence, Kent 
likened the formulation of a “perfect estimate” to 
building a pyramid. Analysts would start with a base 
of facts and, using the “classical methodologies” 
of induction and deduction, reason their way to 
the peak.77 The ideal progression would move the 
analyst from “the known to the unknown with 
a certain amount of tentative foraying as new 
hypotheses are advanced, tested, and rejected.” In 
a final extrapolation, the analyst might estimate the 
precise location and shape of the apex — that thing 
to be known — or “leave the pyramid truncated 
near its apex [which tells] the reader that you have 
narrowed the range of possibilities down to only a 
few.”

This was as good a summation as any of how 
Kent applied the scientific method to forecasting, 
but, in addition to the “classical methodologies,” 
Kent also advanced a number of novel guidelines. 
If some of them seem today like common sense, it 
is worth noting that the psychological mechanisms 
underlying them would not be understood for 
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decades. In these elements of what Davis called his 
“analytic code,” Kent the historian was something 
of a savant.78 He anticipated the dangers of 
confirmatory bias, the importance of allowing 
dissent, and the need for precision when estimating 
probabilities.

Beware Bias

In addition to being wary of the policy preferences 
of intelligence consumers, Kent was well aware that 
analysts could suffer from their own preconceived 
notions. Armed with (or burdened by) a specific 
hypothesis, analysts could find themselves all too 
easily attracted to information that fit, rather than 
challenged, their beliefs. Kent’s worries about bias 
can be seen in his admonitions to undergraduates 
in Writing History: “Willingness to criticize his 
own judgments, his own conclusions in the light of 
what he knows or suspects of his own prejudice is 
the quality that separates the intellectually honest 
historian from the irresponsible apologist.”79 

One defense against this tendency, Kent advised, 
was to explicitly consider multiple explanations: 

What is desired in the way of hypotheses, 
whenever they may occur, is quantity and 
quality. What is desired is a large number of 
possible interpretations of the data, a large 
number of inferences, or concepts, which are 
broadly based and productive of still other 
concepts.80

In his warning against partiality and his suggestion 
that it could be tamed by considering multiple 
explanations, Kent anticipated what is now known 
as the “confirmation bias.” As psychologist Thomas 
Gilovich puts it, when people encounter evidence 
that supports their beliefs, they ask “May I believe 
it?” But when they encounter that which disproves 
their beliefs, they ask “Must I believe it?”81 It may 
seem intuitive that people would prefer information 
that confirms their beliefs, but it requires a further 
leap to understand, as Kent did, that disconfirming 
evidence can be more valuable.82 What’s more, 
Kent realized just how pernicious confirmation 

bias can be. Modern psychologists believe that it 
contributes to overconfidence, which may be what 
Max Bazerman and Don Moore have called “the 
mother of all biases,” with calamitous consequences 
for decision-making, including national security 
decision-making.83 Kent’s solution is the basis for 
various foresight methodologies, such as scenario 
planning, that explicitly consider multiple possible 
futures. Indeed, scenario planning is useful, in part, 
precisely because it reduces the overconfidence 
that can degrade predictive accuracy.84

Encourage Dissent

Recognizing that groups could gravitate toward 
an artificial consensus — what would become 
known in the 1970s as “groupthink”85 — Kent 
actively encouraged dissent. According to Jack 
Davis, 

In Kent’s day, before electronic coordination 
and review, it was common to assemble in 
a room 20 or 30 analysts with a wide range 
of factual expertise and points of view to 
review a draft assessment, at times fighting 
their way through the text paragraph by 
paragraph.86 

Representatives from different agencies were 
bound to disagree with one another, and Kent 
allowed unresolvable disagreements to be included 
in the texts of NIEs, a practice that continues 
to this day.87 More interestingly, he encouraged 
participants to speak up, even on subjects outside 
their area of expertise. He recalled, 

One ground rule we established very early 
in the game was that no matter what the 
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nature of the area that a Rep represented, 
anyone present should feel free to comment 
on any section of the paper whatsoever. In 
other words, someone representing the Air 
Force was free, and actually encouraged, to 
comment on any of the other areas, say of a 
political or economic nature.88 

This was a remarkable management insight. 
Kent seems to have anticipated, by more than 
40 years, the work of organizational behavior 
scholar Amy Edmondson, who found that the 
most effective teams encourage an atmosphere of 
“psychological safety,” in which members feel free 
to voice opinions without worrying that they might 
hurt their reputation or career.89 Psychological 
safety has since been shown to impact outcomes 
in a variety of high-stakes domains, such as 
surgical theaters.90 It is not hard to see how the 
quality of intelligence analysis could suffer in a 
psychologically “unsafe” environment.

Be Precise

Kent had always been a stickler for precise 
language — his own prose is so exact as to be turgid 
— and he insisted upon it at ONE.91 Particularly 
given the existential nature of Cold War threats, 
Kent abhorred the “confusions” that had taken 
hold in the lexicon of intelligence analysts. These 
vagaries were particularly insidious when it came 
to estimating probabilities.92 One day, he recalled in 
his memoir, “I asked everybody to write down the 
numerical odds that he ascribed to the expression 
‘serious possibility.’ To my horror, I found that 
the spread of odds ranged all the way from 80 
to 20 to 20 to 80.”93 To rectify the situation, Kent 
recommended that estimators provide odds (e.g., 
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two-to-one, five-to-one) of an event occurring 
instead of using the “infantile imprecision of the 
language of intelligence” (e.g., “good chance,” 
“real possibility,” “strong likelihood”).94 When 
one colleague complained that phrases like “50-50 
odds” would make the CIA sound like a “bookie 
shop,” Kent replied, “I’d rather be a bookie than a 
goddamn poet.”95

Here, again, Kent was ahead of his time.96 
People assign wildly different probabilities to 
different words. Nevertheless, for decades the 
U.S. intelligence community resisted assigning 
quantitative measures to qualitative estimates 
and, as a result, failed to communicate its 
forecasts clearly.97 Recent research has shown, 
however, that one of the primary objections to 
quantitative probabilities — that they convey a 
false sense of precision on the part of the analyst 
— is unfounded.98 This is true even of specific 
probabilities as opposed to ranges.99 What’s more, 
in a multiyear geopolitical forecasting tournament 
sponsored by the Intelligence Advanced Research 
Projects Activity (IARPA), the best performers 
were the most granular in the probabilities they 
assigned their forecasts.100 Apparently, it really is 
better to be a bookie than a poet!

Estimating Kent

Despite Kent’s best efforts, ONE often erred in 
its predictions. One of its biggest mistakes was 
its insistence, in September 1962, that the Soviets 
would not place nuclear weapons in Cuba.101 In 
fact, the Soviets had already placed intermediate-
range missiles and tactical nuclear weapons on 
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the island, and their discovery by U.S. surveillance 
precipitated what was probably the greatest crisis 
in human history — one that could have led to 
the deaths of hundreds of millions of people. Kent 
subsequently published an article that critiqued 
the estimate in detail, assessing how his office got 
it wrong.102

There were other errors as well. In 1973, 
Robert Gates, a young CIA analyst who would 
go on to become director of central intelligence 
and secretary of defense, wrote, “We failed to 
anticipate the construction of the Berlin Wall, the 
ouster of Khrushchev, the timing of the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, and other events of importance.”103 
ONE had successes, too, including anticipating 
the Soviet launch of Sputnik. But evaluating 
ONE’s record is difficult for several reasons: 
Some facts remain murky, NIEs contained many 
different judgments, and those judgments were 
often presented not as testable predictions but 
as qualitatively expressed degrees of confidence. 
That is why Abbott Smith, who succeeded Kent as 
director of ONE, concluded, 

What it comes to is this: a complete, 
objective, statistical audit of the validity 
of NIE’s is impossible, and even if it were 
possible, it would provide no just verdict on 
how ‘good’ these papers have been. Like the 
Bible, the corpus of estimates is voluminous 
and uneven in quality, and almost any 
proposition can be defended by citations 
from it.104 

That ambiguity is, in part, why the Nixon 
administration abolished ONE in 1973. Henry 

Kissinger, who was national security adviser at 
the time, had become enormously frustrated with 
the documents’ opacity, which he reportedly felt 
required a “Talmudic” degree of interpretation.105 
He had the National Security Council staff 
compile its own, competing estimates, and finally 
CIA Director William Colby replaced ONE with 
a collection of “national intelligence officers.” 
Those officers were eventually organized into the 
National Intelligence Council, which still produces 
NIEs.

The challenge in measuring the accuracy of 
National Intelligence Estimates makes it difficult 
to judge Sherman Kent’s career.

Kent’s admirers — and there are many — insist 
that his contributions were significant, noting his 
development of intelligence as a “profession.” 
Harold P. Ford paid tribute to his former colleague 
as “a principal father of the modern intelligence 
profession.”106 Donald Steury, a CIA historian and 
editor of a volume on Kent, similarly lauded the 
ONE director’s “formative role in the growth of 
intelligence as a profession.”107 And Jack Davis 
concluded, “If intelligence analysis as a profession 
has a Founder, the honor belongs to Sherman 
Kent.”108 This is why, in 2000, CIA Director George 
Tenet dedicated the Sherman Kent School for 
Intelligence Analysis, saying that it would “prepare 
generations of men and women for the vital, 
demanding, and exciting profession of intelligence 
analysis in the 21st century.”109

By the time Kent retired in 1967, American 
intelligence analysis certainly had become 
professionalized, especially compared with the ad 
hoc approach that had marked the early days of 
R&A, when Kent knew little and was “unable to 
find anyone who has more dope than myself.” As 
early as 1955, he was able to write of the CIA, 

We are officered and manned by a large 
number of people with more than a decade 
of continuous experience in intelligence, 
and who regard it as a career to be followed 
to retirement. By now we have orderly file 

105  Lawrence Freedman, US Intelligence and the Soviet Strategic Threat (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986), 49.

106  Ford, “A Tribute to Sherman Kent,” 25–26. 

107  Steury, “Introduction,” 20.

108  Davis, “Sherman Kent and the Profession of Intelligence Analysis,” 2.

109  “Remarks of the Director of Central Intelligence George J. Tenet at the Dedication of the Sherman Kent School,” CIA speeches and testimony 
archive, May 4, 2000, https://www.cia.gov/news-information/speeches-testimony/2000/dci_speech_05052000.html. 

110  Kent, “The Need for an Intelligence Literature,” 2.

111  Andrew Abbott, The System of Professions: An Essay on the Division of Expert Labor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 8.

112  Kent, “The Need for an Intelligence Literature,” 3.

113  Steury, “Introduction,” 16.

rooms of our findings going back to the 
war, and we have methods of improving the 
usefulness of such files. … Most important 
of all, we have within us a feeling of common 
enterprise and a good sense of mission.110

Crucially, he continued, intelligence “has 
developed a recognized methodology; it has 
developed a vocabulary; it has developed a body of 
theory and doctrine; it has elaborate and refined 
techniques.” In that, it met the formal definition 
of a profession laid out by sociologist Andrew 
Abbott, who wrote that “professions are exclusive 
occupational groups applying somewhat abstract 
knowledge to particular cases.”111 Or, as Davis put it, 
“His analytic code … perhaps Kent’s most valuable 
contribution, was carefully refined to distinguish 
professional analysts not only from fortune-tellers 
and policy action officers, but also from academic 
specialists on national security affairs.” In short, it 
was a defined, and even rarified, activity.

At the same time, Kent had wanted more: 
As a historian swept up in postwar scholarly 
excitement, he wanted to turn intelligence into not 
simply a profession but a discipline — which is to 
say, a science. His 1955 article claimed that analysis 
had taken on “the aspects of a discipline,”112 but 
Steury, while praising Kent, argues that he was 
the “practitioner” of a “craft” — never able to 
transform intelligence analysis into a science 
because of his innate preference for empiricism 
over theory: 

Intelligence analysis in the CIA never 
achieved an explicitly, broadly based 
epistemological and doctrinal structure. 
… Like most historians of his generation, 
Kent was uncomfortable with theoretical 
constructs, preferring in their stead 
empirical judgments that were founded in 
an ordered methodology.113

Despite his occasional claim otherwise, Kent’s 
own writings support this critique. The thing he 
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felt intelligence needed most to help it become 
a discipline was a body of literature, which is 
why he lobbied for the creation of Studies in 
Intelligence. Its authors, he said, should grapple 
with “first principles,” but by “first principles” 
he meant, “What is our mission?” and “What is 
our method?”114 Despite repeated references to 
theory, in a quarter-century of intelligence work 
Kent never articulated an intelligence equivalent 
of, say, political science’s “realism.” He never 
even attempted such a contribution despite his 
insistence that intelligence needed the kind of 
brilliant thinkers — he cited Darwin, Freud, Keynes, 
and Pareto — who had defined or redefined their 
fields at the theoretical level.115 

But is such a critique fair? To demand that 
intelligence analysis, and in particular estimation, 
be made a discipline is awfully close to asking 
for Isaac Asimov’s science-fiction concept of 
“psychohistory” — in which statistics provide a 
guide to the future — to be made real.116 Barring a 
deterministic view of human behavior, that is not 
possible. As Daniel Bell has written, 

Most events, even in the physical world, are 
not completely deterministic but stochastic, 
i.e., they involve random or chance 
probability. We do not live completely in a 
Newtonian universe, either in the micro-
phenomena of quantum physics or in the 
social world.117 

Nor are estimates inert observations. Rather, 
they interact with the policymaking process. An 
intelligence estimate can be a self-fulfilling or a 
self-negating prophecy — a hawkish assessment of 
Soviet policy, for example, could lead to tougher 
U.S. policy, which in turn could prompt an increase 
in Soviet military spending. 

Social sciences with tasks less intimidating 
than predicting Soviet nuclear intentions could 
not maintain the epistemological enthusiasm of 
the 1950s, upon which Kent drew and to which 
he contributed. Human systems are complex, 

114  Kent, “The Need for an Intelligence Literature,” 5.

115  Kent, Strategic Intelligence, 174. For all the self-assurance with which Kent wrote, whatever the longevity of Strategic Intelligence, and despite 
the brash manner with which he carried himself, this lacuna may have been a source of insecurity. In his memoir, he wrote of ONE’s “rarefied 
intellectual atmosphere” and confessed, “I never completely rid myself of my feelings of intellectual inferiority.” Kent, Reminiscences, 248.

116  Isaac Asimov, Foundation (New York: Gnome Press, 1951).

117  Bell, Social Sciences, 51.

118  Silver, The Signal and the Noise, chap. 6.

119  Gerald F. Davis and Christopher Marquis, “Prospects for Organization Theory in the Early Twenty-First Century: Institutional Fields and 
Mechanisms,” Organization Science 16, no. 4 (July–August 2005), https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0137. 

120  Philip E. Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005).

121  Gary King, “Restructuring the Social Sciences: Reflections from Harvard’s Institute for Quantitative Social Science,” PS: Political Science and 
Politics 47, no. 1 (January 2014), https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096513001534.

and unlike other complex systems — such as 
the weather — there is often inadequate theory 
and data with which to accurately model them 
and, therefore, to predict their behavior. Even 
economics — the “hardest” of the social sciences 
— has fared poorly. Economists are largely unable 
to predict recessions, GDP forecasts have a margin 
of error of more than 6 percent (which can easily 
mean the difference between contraction and 
robust growth), and virtually the entire field failed 
to foresee the 2008 financial crisis.118 It may be that 
social science is more useful for explanation than 
prediction.119 The forecasts of geopolitical experts, 
for example, are on the whole no more accurate 
than those of the average well-informed citizen.120

The purpose in highlighting the shortcomings 
in Kent’s efforts is not to suggest that Kent was 
a failure — far from it — but, rather, to show that 
intellectual enthusiasms can overwhelm good 
judgment. The academy is as vulnerable to fads 
as any profession and must, therefore, exercise 
a certain conservatism, especially when it comes 
to subjects as grand as the future. There are, of 
course, genuine scientific revolutions, but the 
future will always retain an element of irreducible 
uncertainty. That uncertainty is both empowering 
and threatening. Without it, human beings 
would lack agency. With it, we are vulnerable to 
surprise. The best way to cope with this danger 
is by developing resilience, the ability to adapt to 
unexpected circumstances. 

But the belief in the predictability of the future is 
once again on the rise. Today, spurred by Big Data, 
the social sciences are undergoing a shift akin to 
the one that marked the postwar years. According 
to Gary King, the head of Harvard’s Institute for 
Quantitative Social Science, “The social sciences 
are in the midst of an historic change… [with] 
consequences for everything social scientists do 
and all that we plan.”121 In King’s view, Big Data 
will lead to a more thorough understanding of why 
people do what they do. The result, he claims, will 
be nothing less than a “renaissance” in knowledge 
production. It is a renaissance that the U.S. 
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government is supporting through, for example, 
IARPA and the Pentagon’s Minerva initiative. 
Already, the law enforcement and intelligence 
communities have established fusion centers 
around the country to collate and share data in an 
algorithm-driven attempt to anticipate, identify, 
and stop threats to national security. Such efforts 
are powerful but rife with potential problems. Data-
driven correlations can be spurious, algorithms 
may reflect the biases of their programmers, and a 
glut of data can decrease the signal-to-noise ratio, 
diminishing, rather than enhancing, the ability to 
predict.

The enthusiasm for Big Data, however, pales 
next to that for artificial intelligence, a blanket 
term for a variety of approaches that enable 
computers to supplement or surpass human 
cognition — and even intuition. For example, 
Bridgewater Associates, the highly successful 
macro hedge fund, is using artificial intelligence to 
build a predictive machine. As a statement from 
the company explains, 

We believe that the same things happen 
over and over again because of logical 
cause/effect relationships, and that by 
writing one’s principles down and then 
computerizing them one can have the 
computer make high-quality decisions 
in much the same way a GPS can be an 
effective guide to decision making.122

Within the national security establishment, there 
is great concern about the threat of AI-enabled 
weapons, but there is little discussion about the 
threat of AI-driven prediction. Artificial intelligence 
can be seen as a primarily predictive technology, in 
that many of its tasks are intended to anticipate 
what a human would do, including how a human 
would make predictions. It is a meta-prediction 
technology. As three scholars at the University of 
Toronto have written, “As machine intelligence 
improves, the value of human prediction skills 

122  “Bridgewater Clarifies Its Artificial Intelligence Strategy,” ValueWalk, March 12, 2015, http://www.valuewalk.com/2015/03/bridgewater-
artificial-intelligence-2/. 

123  Ajay Agrawal, Joshua Gans, and Avi Goldfarb, “The Simple Economics of Machine Intelligence,” Harvard Business Review, Nov. 17, 2016, 
https://hbr.org/2016/11/the-simple-economics-of-machine-intelligence. For a longer treatment, see Ajay Agrawal, Joshua Gans, and Avi Goldfarb, 
Prediction Machines: The Simple Economics of Artificial Intelligence (Boston: Harvard Business Review Press, 2018).

124  Thomas C. Schelling, “Foreword” in Roberta Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1962), 
viii.

125  The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States (Washington, DC: 
Government Printing Office, 2004), 344.

126  See, for example, Ed Finn, What Algorithms Want: Imagination in the Age of Computing (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017).

127  For a readable overview of this research project and its findings, see Philip E. Tetlock and Dan Gardner, Superforecasting: The Art and Science 
of Prediction (New York: Crown, 2015).

128  David Ignatius, “More Chatter Than Needed,” Washington Post, Nov. 1, 2013, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/david-ignatius-
more-chatter-than-needed/2013/11/01/1194a984-425a-11e3-a624-41d661b0bb78_story.html. 

will decrease because machine prediction will 
provide a cheaper and better substitute for human 
prediction, just as machines did for arithmetic.”123 

But that argument is undercut by the 
irreducibility of uncertainty. If uncertainty is 
endemic, then imagination — the ability to 
envision possible futures — becomes a matter of 
vital national interest. Because the future remains 
at least partly unknowable, the best defense comes 
from anticipating multiple futures and working 
backward to find their antecedents in the present. 
The greatest limitation comes from the ability (or 
inability) to imagine such futures. “The danger is in 
the poverty of expectations,” as Thomas Schelling 
wrote in his foreword to Roberta Wohlstetter’s 
classic study of Pearl Harbor.124 This is why the 
9/11 Commission’s report includes a section on the 
importance of imagination: “It is therefore crucial 
to find a way of routinizing, even bureaucratizing, 
the exercise of imagination.”125 Otherwise, surprise 
— the avoidance of which was the rationale for 
establishing ONE in the first place — becomes more 
likely. But imagination is the purview of humans, 
and in ceding more and more cognitive tasks to 
machines, the United States risks undercutting its 
imaginative capacity.126 That, in turn, threatens its 
predictive potential and, by extension, American 
security.

None of this is to deny a central role for AI in 
prediction or to suggest that human forecasting 
cannot be improved. On the contrary, research 
has demonstrated how to improve geopolitical 
prediction, most notably via the work of Philip 
Tetlock, a psychologist at the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, whose team 
of scholars participated in IARPA’s multiyear 
forecasting tournament. That tournament 
generated a slew of findings on the traits, teams, 
and training that improve forecasting ability.127 The 
best forecasters generated by Tetlock’s method 
were reportedly able to outperform CIA analysts 
by a significant margin.128 And there is hope that 
even better forecasting may come from a hybrid 

of AI and human efforts.129 The key is to test those 
hopes instead of being swept away by them. 

This, then, is how Kent is both a beacon and a 
danger. The danger lies in the hubris of the latest 
enthusiasm — zeal, after all, is not a methodology 
— but it is a danger that can be corrected by 
scientific sobriety, of which Kent is a beacon. In his 
legacy lies a guide to the promises and the limits of 
prediction. 
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Response Essay

This essay is the first of a new feature for the Texas 
National Security Review. From this point forward, we 
will be publishing thoughtful and original responses to 
scholarship and essays published here and in other journals.
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Rubles, Dollars, 
and Power: U.S. 
Intelligence on the 
Soviet Economy 
and Long-Term 
Competition

This response essay explores some of the key areas of 
agreement and disagreement between two recent articles on 
Cold War-era assessments of the Soviet economy.

1  U.S. Department of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America: Sharpening the American 
Military’s Competitive Edge, 2, https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf..

2  See for example Aaron L. Friedberg, In the Shadow of the Garrison State: America’s Anti-Statism and Its Cold War Grand Strategy (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000); Rosella Cappella Zielinski, How States Pay for Wars (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2016); Francis J. 
Gavin, Gold, Dollars, and Power: The Politics of International Monetary Relations, 1958–1971 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); 
and William H. McNeill, The Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force, and Society Since A.D. 1000 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982).

3  See Noel E. Firth and James H. Noren, Soviet Defense Spending: A History of CIA Estimates, 1950–1990 (College Station: Texas A&M University 
Press, 1998); and Andrew F. Krepinevich and Barry D. Watts, The Last Warrior: Andrew Marshall and the Shaping of Modern American Defense 
Strategy (New York: Basic Books, 2015), esp. 149–74 for contrasting views. 

4  Keith Bradsher, “China’s Economic Growth Looks Strong. Maybe too Strong,” New York Times, Jan. 18, 2018, https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/01/18/business/china-gdp-economy-growth.html.

5  Truth in reviewing requires me to disclose connections to two of the authors. My first job in defense analysis was doing research for a project 
on military innovation sponsored by Marshall’s Office of Net Assessment. Marshall was later extremely generous with his time and expertise when I 
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Andrew W. Marshall and Abram N. Shulsky, 
“Assessing Sustainability of Command 
Economies and Totalitarian Regimes: The 
Soviet Case,” Orbis 62, no. 2 (Spring 2018), 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2018.02.011. 

Marc Trachtenberg, “Assessing Soviet 
Economic Performance During the Cold War: 
A Failure of Intelligence?” Texas National 
Security Review 1, no. 2 (March 2018),  
http://hdl.handle.net/2152/63942.

The 2018 National Defense Strategy 
articulates a clear vision that “[t]he 
central challenge to U.S. prosperity and 
security is the reemergence of long-

term, strategic competition” with authoritarian 
Russia and China.1 Such long-term competition 
has many facets, but perhaps the most salient 
component is the economic performance of these 
competitors. Economic growth, financial power, 
and technological development are the engines 
for military capability and diplomatic leverage.2 To 
paraphrase Cicero, the sinews of competition are 
infinite money.

As U.S. policymakers consider this new era of long-
term strategic competition, it is useful to reflect on 
the economic component of the last such era: the 
Cold War. U.S. intelligence analysts struggled to 
understand the opaque Soviet economic system. 
How well was it doing compared to the United 
States’ economic system? Could this authoritarian 
model sustain or perhaps even prevail in long-
term competition? The answers to these questions 
were difficult, contested, and politically charged, 
both during the Cold War and in its aftermath.3 

Similar questions are being asked today about the 
Chinese economy, making this more than an issue 
of historical interest.4

Fortunately, two recent articles revisiting Cold 
War-era intelligence on the Soviet economy 
provide an accessible entry point for those 
grappling with such questions today. The first 
is by two participants in the original debate 
about the Soviet economy. Andrew Marshall was 
founding director of the Office of Net Assessment 
in the Office of the Secretary of Defense after 
more than two decades as an economist at the 
RAND Corporation. Abram Shulsky was minority 
staff director for the Senate Select Committee on 
Intelligence before joining the Defense Department 
during the Reagan administration. The second 
article was written by Marc Trachtenberg, one of 
the preeminent historians of U.S. strategy and the 
Cold War.5 The two articles are strikingly different 
in tone: Marshall and Shulsky are critical of U.S. 
intelligence and Trachtenberg is more laudatory. 
Nevertheless, a deeper examination shows they 
are much more complementary than contradictory. 

This “Response” essay intends to highlight some 
of the key areas of agreement and disagreement 
between the two articles and provide additional 
context for readers. It proceeds in five parts: First, 
it summarizes the basic arguments put forward 
in each article. Second, it describes, based on the 
domestic context and declassified records, the 
impact that intelligence regarding the general state 
of the Soviet economy had on U.S. policymaking in 
the late Cold War (roughly from 1974 to 1989). Third, 
it examines in more detail the critical question 
of the Soviet economy’s ability to support its 
military and foreign policy commitments. Fourth, 
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it highlights an area not addressed substantially by 
either article, namely Soviet acquisition of Western 
technology through both lawful and illicit means. 
Finally, the essay concludes with observations on 
intelligence, economics, and long-term competition.

The Stansfield Turner 
Paradox: Opposing Views  
on Economic Intelligence

The different perspectives of the two articles are 
encapsulated in the paradox of one former official: 
the recently deceased retired Adm. Stansfield 
Turner, who was director of central intelligence 
under President Jimmy Carter (1977–1981). Marshall 
and Shulsky quote Turner’s 1991 Foreign Affairs 
article in their introduction: “We should not gloss 
over the enormity of this failure to forecast the 
magnitude of the Soviet crisis.”6 They later quote 
Turner’s article again: “Neither I nor the CIA’s 
analysts reached the conclusion that eventually 
something had to give: that there would be a 
political and economic crisis.”7 Yet Trachtenberg 
quotes Turner’s testimony to Congress in 1979, in 
which he said, “The low growth rates we envision 
for the mid-1980s could squeeze their resources to 
the point where something has to give.”8 How could 
Turner argue in 1991 that the CIA never concluded 
“something had to give” when he had testified in 
1979 using almost exactly those words? 

Marshall and Shulsky address this paradox 
by first discussing views within economics on 
command economies and how they evolved 
from the 1930s to the 1970s. They report that 
economists were generally positive about the 
economic potential of command economies, such 
as the Soviet Union, into the early 1960s. They then 
describe some of the challenges for CIA analysts 
seeking to estimate the size and growth of the 
Soviet economy. These included reliance on deeply 
suspect Soviet statistics, which were almost surely 
inflated intentionally, both by Soviet leaders for 
propaganda purposes and by Soviet producers, 
who had incentives to misreport or otherwise 
“game” the presentation of results. Marshall and 
Shulsky highlight the example of Soviet glass 

6  Stansfield Turner, “Intelligence for a New World Order,” Foreign Affairs 70, no. 4 (Fall 1991), quoted in Marshall and Shulsky, “Assessing 
Sustainability,” 220.

7  Marshall and Shulsky, “Assessing Sustainability,” 241.

8  U.S. Congress, Joint Economic Committee, Allocation of Resources in the Soviet Union and China—1979, Part 5 (Executive sessions, June 26, 
1979) (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1980), quoted in Trachtenberg, “Assessing Soviet Economic Performance,” 99.

9  Anders Åslund, “How Small Is Soviet National Income?” in The Impoverished Superpower: Perestroika and the Soviet Military Burden, ed. Henry 
S. Rowen and Charles Wolf Jr. (San Francisco: Institute of Contemporary Studies, 1990), quoted in Marshall and Shulsky, “Assessing Sustainability,” 
232.

10  Marshall and Shulsky, “Assessing Sustainability,” 236.

manufacturers having their output measured in 
square feet (or meters) of glass and then making 
the glass thinner to meet planned goals. Never 
mind that the rate of glass breakage went up. 
Quotas were met, if not exceeded.

Yet how to account for this inflation in estimates? 
One could apply a discount to Soviet data, but 
how much? Without hard data, any such adjusted 
estimate would be subject to attack for being 
merely “anecdotal.” Marshall and Shulsky quote 
Anders Aslund’s summation of this problem:

Any specialist is caught in a dilemma: 
whether to settle for a conservative 
assessment that can be defended by 
traditional arguments but is bound to be too 
high, or to attempt a realistic assessment 
based more on subjective evaluations and 
less on hard facts.9

Marshall and Shulsky concede that whatever 
the challenges and limitations of CIA analysis of 
the Soviet economy, by the 1960s CIA analysts 
recognized that Soviet economic growth was 
slowing. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the 
CIA reported falling productivity as well as other 
challenges to the Soviet economy. However, 
Marshall and Shulsky argue that “the numbers did 
not convey any sense of crisis.”10

Marshall and Shulsky then turn from analysis of 
overall Soviet economic performance to specific 
assessment of the Soviet defense burden — a 
crucial question for long-term competition. How 
much of the Soviet economy was being consumed 
by the Soviet military in order to compete with the 
United States? Here the CIA faced analytic hurdles 
at least equal to those faced in assessing the size 
of the Soviet economy. Prices for Soviet defense 
goods were set not by the market but by fiat. Prices 
for Soviet defense labor were likewise decreed 
(and suppressed by conscription). Some activities 
that were nominally civilian were, no doubt, 
underwriting military activities. Marshall and 
Shulsky also note how difficult cost calculations 
can be even with official figures, citing a RAND 
study from the 1950s:

Even with access to official budgetary 
figures, the [RAND] team discovered it could 
only account for about half of the USAF [U.S. 
Air Force] budget; the other half represented 
various forms of ‘overhead’ that could not 
be allocated by mission.11

These challenges meant that, through the mid-
1970s, the CIA persistently underestimated the 
defense burden on the Soviet Union. In 1976, 
Marshall and Shulsky note, after obtaining new 
information, the “CIA doubled its estimate of the 
defense percentage of Soviet GNP [Gross National 
Product] from 6-8 percent to 11-13 percent.”12 Yet, 
Marshall and Shulsky then quote Robert Gates, 
the CIA deputy director of intelligence in the early 
1980s (who would later serve as defense secretary): 

I believed instinctively that, in this 
communist variant of Sparta, the burden 
of military-related spending was far greater 
than the 14-16 percent of Soviet Gross 
National Product that CIA was saying — 
perhaps somewhere between 25 and 40 
percent.13

Marshall and Shulsky conclude their essay 
with a call for intelligence to exploit non-
traditional sources of information, such as 
émigrés and figures on general standards of 
living, as a way to improve intelligence analysis 
of opaque economies. Their answer to the 
Stansfield Turner paradox is that in 1979 Turner 
may have used the words “something has to 
give” but those words did not convey crisis. 
Since the numbers the CIA produced were not 
intuitively indicative of crisis (indeed, how could 
they be?), policymakers believed the Soviets could 
carry their defense burden for years if not decades 
to come. Even when the CIA revised its numbers 
upward, there was still a belief, as Gates indicated, 
the estimates remained low. There was, however, 
no way to prove this in a systematically and 
scientifically defensible manner. Thus, Turner was 
correct in 1991 despite his words of 1979.

Trachtenberg reaches the opposite conclusion 
about the Stansfield Turner paradox. Citing 
sources as varied as headlines in the New York 

11  Marshall and Shulsky, 237.

12  Marshall and Shulsky, 240.

13  Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of Five Presidents and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1996), quoted in Marshall and Shulsky, “Assessing Sustainability,” 241.

14  Trachtenberg, “Assessing Soviet Economic Performance,” 86.

15  Trachtenberg, 88.

16  Trachtenberg, 89.

Times, declassified CIA products, and a wealth of 
information from prominent U.S. economists, he 
demonstrates that the decline of Soviet economic 
growth after the mid-1960s was well understood. 
He further shows that, by the late 1970s and early 
1980s, it was generally understood that the Soviet 
economy was in such dire shape that the entire 
Soviet system of government was in trouble, if not 
already in crisis. 

Trachtenberg demonstrates both CIA and 
academic economists understood why the Soviet 
economy was stagnating. The answer was that “the 
Soviets could not sustain a high rate of economic 
growth just by plowing more and more capital into 
the economy.”14 After years of building new plants 
and opening up “virgin lands” for agriculture, 
“by the mid-1960s all the low-hanging fruit had 
been harvested.”15 Future growth would require 
improvements in Soviet productivity, which had 
declined at times in the 1970s.

Trachtenberg, again citing both CIA and 
academic economists, concludes that by the 1970s 
at the latest it was clear “that the USSR’s economic 
problems could be expected to worsen unless the 

Soviet economy changed in fundamental ways.”16 
Neither CIA analysts nor academics could predict 
whether the Soviets would attempt reform or live 
with continued stagnation and relative decline. 
Nor could they determine whether, if the Soviets 
attempted reform, they would succeed without 
undermining their entire system. Yet, Trachtenberg 
argues,

while the analysis might not have enabled 
people to see precisely how the USSR was 
going to develop, it did provide a certain 
window into the future — a hazy and 
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uncertain window to be sure, but one of real 
value nonetheless.17

Trachtenberg concludes by observing that 
the wide public acceptance of Turner’s view on 
intelligence and the Soviet economy in 1991, 
despite the availability of his testimony in 1979 as 
well as other evidence, illustrates the weakness of 
the supposed democratic “marketplace of ideas” 
— the concept that contesting information leads 
to better decisions. This argument is in keeping 
with other arguments about the failure of this 
marketplace, particularly with regard to the 2003 
invasion of Iraq.18 Trachtenberg does not speculate 
why Turner might have contradicted himself, 
though Turner’s poor relationship with the CIA 
is a plausible cause. As one CIA history notes, 

17  Trachtenberg, 92.

18  See Chaim Kaufmann, “Threat Inflation and the Failure of the Marketplace of Ideas: The Selling of the Iraq War,” International Security 
29, no.1 (Summer 2004), https://doi.org/10.1162/0162288041762940; and debate in Ronald R. Krebs and Chaim Kaufmann, “Correspondence: 
Selling the Market Short? The Marketplace of Ideas and the Iraq War,” International Security 29, no. 4 (Spring 2005), https://doi.org/10.1162/
isec.2005.29.4.196.

19  Douglas F. Garthoff, Directors of Central Intelligence as Leaders of the U.S. Intelligence Community, 1946–2005 (Washington: Center for the 
Study of Intelligence, 2005), 133, https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-monographs/
directors-of-central-intelligence-as-leaders-of-the-u-s-intelligence-community/dci_leaders.pdf.

Turner bluntly let the CIA’s analytic cadre know 
its products were unsatisfactory and he intended 
to take steps to improve them. This account 
dryly concludes this “was probably a purposeful 
instrument of leadership, but it did not foster 
links between Turner and the professionals in the 
community, especially in [the] CIA.”19

At first glance, these two articles appear 
contradictory — and so one must be right and 
the other wrong. On the question of intelligence 
on the overall Soviet economy, however, the two 
articles are not so far apart. Marshall and Shulsky 
believe that if CIA analysis were better it could 
have been less equivocal in predicting crisis (note 
Turner’s 1979 formulation — “could squeeze,” not 
“will squeeze”). Trachtenberg concedes that the 
CIA gave policymakers only a “hazy window” to 

the future — a more positive assessment than that 
offered by Marshall and Shulsky, but not wildly 
divergent.

The dispute between the articles is not about the 
quality of the intelligence per se, which both agree 
was imperfect. It is instead about the utility of 
that intelligence to policymakers in assessing and 
planning long-term competition. The next section 
addresses this question.

Malaise vs. Stagnation: 
Policymaker Views of Economic 
Competition, 1974–1989

Competition is not a one-sided affair. As such, it is 
important to place analysis of the Soviet economy 
in the context of the state of the U.S. economy. By 
the mid-1970s, though the Soviets were mired in 
what they called the “era of stagnation” (Период 
застоя), the United States’ problems looked 
almost as grim.20 The Bretton Woods economic 
system was in tatters following President Richard 
Nixon’s suspension of dollar-gold convertibility.21 
President Gerald Ford was confronted with rising 
inflation, unemployment, and the 1973 oil shock.22

Of the late Cold War presidents, President Jimmy 
Carter confronted the most serious economic 
challenges. In his famous 1979 “malaise” or 
“crisis of confidence” speech, Carter declared, 
“The erosion of our confidence in the future is 
threatening to destroy the social and the political 
fabric of America.” Among his proposed solutions: 
“I ask Congress to give me authority for mandatory 
conservation and for standby gasoline rationing.”23 
The U.S. crisis was sufficiently deep that the 
president sought to impose new elements of a 
command economy — hardly a ringing endorsement 
of capitalism’s triumph over communism. 

Policymakers in the 1970s were unsure whether 
economic problems in the West were any more 

20  For an overview, see Charles S. Maier, “‘Malaise’: The Crisis of Capitalism in the 1970s,” and Alan M. Taylor, “The Global 1970s and the Echo of 
the Great Depression,” in The Shock of the Global: The 1970s in Perspective, ed. Niall Ferguson, Charles S. Maier, Erez Manela, and Daniel J. Sargent 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).

21  Peter M. Garber, “The Collapse of the Bretton Woods Fixed Exchange Rate System,” in A Retrospective on the Bretton Woods System: Lessons 
for International Monetary Reform, ed. Michael D. Bordo and Barry Eichengreen (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), http://www.nber.org/
chapters/c6876. 

22  Yanek Mieczkowski, Gerald Ford and the Challenges of the 1970s (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2005).

23  Jimmy Carter, “Address to the Nation on Energy and National Goals,” July 15, 1979, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=32596. As many 
commentators have noted, Carter never used the word “malaise” in his speech, yet the term has stuck.

24  For an overview, see Odd Arne Westad, “The Great Transformation: China in the Long 1970s,” in Ferguson et al., Shock of the Global.

25  Chris Miller, The Struggle to Save the Soviet Economy: Mikhail Gorbachev and the Collapse of the USSR (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2016).

26  My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for making this point, which was echoed in a conversation I had with a former CIA analyst, April 26, 2018.

27  “Summary of Conclusions and Minutes of a Policy Review Committee Meeting,” Aug. 31, 1977, in Foreign Relations of the United States, 
1977–1980, vol. VI, Soviet Union (hereafter FRUS) (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2013), https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/
frus1977-80v06/d46.

soluble than those in the Soviet Union. Moreover, 
if the United States could reform itself, it was 
plausible the Soviets might be able to do so as well. 
Indeed, the communist People’s Republic of China 
had begun substantial reforms in 1978, which 
the Soviets monitored closely.24 As Chris Miller 
demonstrates, Mikhail Gorbachev’s attempted 
reforms were, in part, inspired by China’s efforts.25 
This point bears emphasis, as the ultimate impact 
of such efforts was largely unknowable to both 
CIA analysts and Soviet leaders before reform was 
attempted, underscoring the difficulty in predicting 
Soviet crisis or collapse. It is also important to note 
that, even within the CIA, views differed about the 
depth of Soviet problems, with some analysts more 
pessimistic than others about prospects for the 
Soviet economy.26

American intelligence on the overall Soviet 
economy was, nonetheless, sufficiently 
compelling to illuminate future, if not immediate, 
opportunities for U.S. policymakers even in the 
Carter administration. An August 1977 meeting 
of Carter’s Policy Review Committee (composed 
of senior figures including Turner and Treasury 
Secretary W. Michael Blumenthal) concluded,

At the present time, we cannot exert 
significant influence upon Soviet behavior by 
economic means. … Yet, we may be missing 
an important point. If economic growth in 
the Soviet Union slows as projected, the 
Soviets will face difficult choices in the 
1980’s regarding the allocation of resources. 
Does this have implications for US policy? 
Conceivably, our economic leverage may be 
much stronger than now, and we may have a 
unique opportunity to use it.27

Carter personally recognized the importance of 
the Soviet Union’s economic challenges. In June 
1977, William Hyland, a top Soviet analyst at the 

124 125



Response Essay Rubles, Dollars, and Power: U.S. Intelligence on the Soviet Economy and Long-Term Competition

CIA serving on the National Security Council 
staff, wrote to the president on enduring Soviet 
problems: “While it is always dangerous to 
project Soviet restraint because of their economic 
dilemma, it may be true for the first time that 
long-term problems will impinge on foreign policy 
decisions.” Carter made a margin note, “may be 
most important of all,” next to this paragraph.28

By the early 1980s, the United States had 
begun its reformation and recovery, while the 
Soviet Union’s problems were deepening. One 
example is the taming of U.S. inflation under 
Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker, with 
inflation rates declining from about 13 percent in 
1979 to less than 4 percent in 1983.29 The Reagan 
administration began receiving intelligence on the 
worsening Soviet problem in the context of this 
U.S. economic recovery. This provided exactly the 
sort of opportunities the Carter administration 
thought would come. 

As early as October 1981, Director of Central 
Intelligence William Casey sent President Ronald 
Reagan a CIA paper that underscored the dire 
straits the Soviets were in:

Slower economic growth will present 
President Brezhnev and his colleagues with 
some increasingly tough and politically 
painful choices regarding resource 
allocation and economic management. 
Annual increments to national output in 
the early 1980s will be too small to permit 
them simultaneously to meet mounting 
investment requirements, to maintain 
growth in defense spending at rates of 
the past, and raise the standard of living 
appreciably. Simply stated, something will 
have to give.30

The paper went on to note that Western imports 
were needed to ameliorate Soviet weaknesses, 
which could, in turn, create opportunities for 
pressuring the Soviets. In August 1982, Reagan’s 

28  “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski) to President Carter,” June 24, 1977, in FRUS, 1977–1980, 
vol. VI, Soviet Union, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v06/d32.

29  See data at https://www.inflation.eu/inflation-rates/united-states/historic-inflation/cpi-inflation-united-states.aspx. For an overview of 
Volcker’s policies, see Allan H. Meltzer, A History of the Federal Reserve, vol. 2, book 2, 1970–1986 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
chaps. 7 and 8.

30  “Memorandum From Director of Central Intelligence Casey to President Reagan,” Oct. 29, 1981, in FRUS 1981–1988, vol. III, Soviet Union, January 
1981–January 1983.

31  “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Clark) to President Reagan,” Aug. 9, 1982, in FRUS 1981–1988, vol. III, 
Soviet Union, January 1981–January 1983. The quotation within the quotation is from the referenced CIA assessment.

32  “Memorandum Prepared by the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (Gates),” Nov. 24, 1987, in FRUS 1981–1988, vol. VI, Soviet Union, 
October 1986–January 1989.

national security adviser, William Clark, wrote to 
the president reiterating this theme:

The CIA has prepared a report which raises 
the question whether the Soviet Union, 
facing mounting economic problems, may 
at some point decide to shift resources 
from arms production to civilian uses … 
Western policies would play a major role 
in such a development. ‘The credit, goods, 
food and technology provided by the West 
have helped Moscow maintain its current 
resource allocation scheme.’ Denial of 
such assistance would produce additional 
pressure on the leadership to shift resources 
from military to civilian uses.31

Things did not improve for the Soviets, and 
in November 1987 Deputy Director of Central 
Intelligence Gates wrote to Reagan:

There is general agreement among the 
Soviet leaders on the need to modernize 
their economy — not so much for its 
own sake or to make Soviet citizens more 
prosperous but to strengthen the USSR at 
home, to further their own personal power, 
and to permit the further consolidation and 
expansion of Soviet power abroad. … The 
roots of Gorbachev’s dynamic foreign policy 
are to be found at home and in the need for 
a prolonged breathing space.32

Gates was skeptical that reform and the pursuit 
of “breathing space” would fundamentally change 
the nature of the Soviet regime, but he recognized 
that economic issues were changing Soviet 
domestic and foreign policy. Hyland’s view in 1977 
had been borne out 10 years later. While Gates did 
not foresee impending collapse, he clearly believed 
the Soviet system was under pressure.

Notably, Reagan absorbed these messages: As 
Trachtenberg describes, he referred to the Soviet 

Union as an “ec.[onomic] basket case” in a 1985 diary 
entry.33 It is also worth noting that the Commission 
on Integrated Long-Term Strategy, a bipartisan 
effort chartered to offer the U.S. government 
strategic advice on long-term competition, released 
a final report in January 1988. It argued that Soviet 
economic difficulties were potentially a major 
element of a changing security landscape and 

concluded, “In the long run, the Soviet leaders 
would have difficulty maintaining the country’s 
present military position if economic reform fails.” 
Marshall chaired one of the committee’s working 
groups, as did other alumni from RAND’s economics 
department.34

Intelligence on the Soviet economy appears to 
have been sufficiently accurate and compelling to 
convince policymakers in the Carter and Reagan 
administrations that Soviet economic weakness 
created opportunities for the United States in long-
term competition. While it is true that, through 1988, 
the CIA did not foresee a collapse or fundamental 
change in the Soviet system, it was nonetheless 
clear that something had to give — a phrase that 
appears in multiple sources throughout the period. 
The available evidence suggests that Trachtenberg’s 
“hazy window” on the Soviet economy was sufficient 
to aid policymakers in formulating strategy.

33  Trachtenberg, “Assessing Soviet Economic Performance,” 93 fn 85. The diary entry referenced is from Nov. 13, 1985. In contrast, Reagan wrote 
in his diary on Nov. 5: “Had an Ec. Briefing—our recovery is continuing—or by now I should say our expansion & growth is progressing at a slow but 
steady rate & on employment we’re doing extremely well. A higher percentage of the potential work force (all between 16 & 65) is employed than ever 
in our history.” See the full diary entry at the Reagan Foundation site: https://www.reaganfoundation.org/ronald-reagan/white-house-diaries/diary-
entry-11051985/. 

34  Discriminate Deterrence: Report of the Commission on Integrated Long-Term Strategy (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1988), quotation 
on page 8. Other working-group chairs included Paul Gorman, Charles Herzfeld, Fred Hoffman, Henry Rowen, and Charles Wolf — the latter three were 
RAND alumni.

35  See, for example, Marshall’s statement in U.S. Congress, Joint Economic Committee, Allocation of Resources in the Soviet Union and China—1975 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1975) and CIA, Memorandum for the Record, “Conversation with Andy Marshall,” March 12, 1976; available at 
CIA’s Freedom of Information Act Electronic Reading Room: https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/ (hereafter ERR). Marshall’s CIA interlocutor in 
this latter document was Richard Lehman, the deputy for national intelligence.

36  William T. Lee, CIA Estimates of Soviet Military Expenditures: Errors and Waste (Washington: American Enterprise Institute, 1995), and Steven 
Rosefielde, False Science: Underestimating the Soviet Arms Buildup (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1982).

How Weary the Red Titan? 
The Soviet Defense Burden 
and Long-Term Competition

If Trachtenberg is correct about the utility of U.S. 
intelligence on the overall Soviet economy, he says 
little about the crucial question of the Soviet defense 
burden. If the Soviet economy was stagnating in the 

1980s but the defense burden was 
relatively small, the Soviet leadership 
might be able to soldier on with long-
term competition as it had in the 
1960s and 1970s. The hard choices 
CIA analysts believed were coming 
could be put off. In contrast, if the 
defense burden was high and the 
economy was stagnating, the Soviet 
leadership might not be able to delay 
those hard choices, even if they 

gained the “breathing space” Gates believed they 
sought.

Marshall and Shulsky are right to highlight the 
weakness of the CIA’s assessment of the Soviet 
defense burden through the mid-1970s, echoing 
arguments Marshall made while in government.35 
These internal critiques were mirrored by external 
critics, such as former CIA analyst William T. Lee 
and University of North Carolina professor Steven 
Rosefielde.36 The doubling of the CIA’s estimate of 
the defense burden in the mid-1970s underscores 
the validity of these critiques, at least to that point.

Marshall and Shulsky say little about efforts to 
improve analysis of the defense burden, which the 
CIA and the intelligence community generally took 
as a serious challenge. One of the most notable 
efforts was the formation, in 1972, of the Military-
Economic Advisory Panel. This panel was chartered 
“to help insure [sic] that intelligence on Soviet 
defense spending provided to the US decision 
maker was of the highest quality.” Members of the 
panel were to be granted “access to the full range of 
information and methodologies in use and will have 
full access to all intelligence community resources 
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involved in this work.”37 The panel was, in 1976, 
chaired by Herbert Levine, a professor at the 
University of Pennsylvania and one of the leading 
authorities on the Soviet economy. Other members 
included Abraham Becker, a Soviet expert at RAND 
and Lt. Col. Lee Badgett, an economics professor 
at the Air Force Academy who previously had been 
a military assistant to Marshall at the Office of Net 
Assessment. Throughout its existence, the panel 
would maintain a record of distinguished members 
and consultants, including Ivan Selin, a former 
RAND and Defense Department analyst; Soviet 
émigré economist Igor Birman; and Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology professor Stephen Meyer.

Outside expert panels have a mixed track record, 
but available CIA records, including the panel’s 
reports to Turner when he was director of central 
intelligence, seem to indicate that this panel 
provided helpful recommendations without calling 
into question the CIA’s basic methodology.38 One 
minor note of irony regarding the presentation 
of information: The CIA’s computer model for 
estimating the costs of Soviet military expenditures 
was known as the Strategic Cost Analysis Model, or 
SCAM.39 To my knowledge, the Military-Economic 
Advisory Panel never suggested that this acronym 
was infelicitous branding.

Yet by 1983, after several rounds of reviewing CIA 
methodologies, the panel concluded that one of the 
major problems with CIA estimates of the Soviet 
defense burden was the extent to which those 
estimates were misunderstood and politicized.40 
The panel made recommendations for changing the 
presentation of the estimates; these were broadly 
accepted at a meeting on Soviet defense estimates 
between Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger 
and Director of Central Intelligence William Casey 
in July 1984.41 Casey wrote to Weinberger in 1985 to 
confirm these changes were being implemented.42 

In a 1986 CIA report, these changes are clear: The 
estimate of the Soviet defense burden displayed 
the burden in a different format and also counted 

37  CIA, Memorandum, “Background on the Military-Economic Advisory Panel,” April 13, 1977, ERR.

38  CIA, Memorandum, “Talking Points for DCI Meeting with the Military-Economic Advisory Panel (MEAP),” Aug. 24, 1977, ERR.

39  CIA, Memorandum for Deputy Director of Intelligence, “Request for Approval of ADP Project- SCAM-1,” July 19, 1967, ERR.

40  CIA, “Reports of the Working Groups on Military-Economic Analysis,” July 20, 1983, ERR. For an excellent overview of intelligence 
politicization, see Joshua Rovner, Fixing the Facts: National Security and the Politics of Intelligence (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011).

41  CIA, Memorandum for the Record, “Conversation on Soviet Defense Expenditures,” Aug. 1, 1984, ERR.

42  Letter to Caspar W. Weinberger from William J. Casey, April 16, 1985, ERR.

43  CIA, USSR Review, September–October 1986, 11, ERR.

44  Charles Wolf et al., The Costs of the Soviet Empire (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corp., 1983), https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3073z1.html.

45  On the debate, see Maurice C. Ernst, Memorandum for Director of Central Intelligence and Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, “The Costs 
of the Soviet Empire: A Rejoinder,” Sept. 12, 1984, ERR. For the estimated defense burden, see USSR Review, 11.

46  Gertrude Schroeder, “Soviet Reality Sans Potemkin,” Studies in Intelligence 12, no. 2 (Spring 1968): 51, 57, https://www.cia.gov/library/center-
for-the-study-of-intelligence/kent-csi/vol12i2/html/v12i2a06p_0001.htm.

the costs of Soviet programs related to defense, 
such as the cost of maintaining the Soviet global 
position, sometimes referred to as the cost of 
Soviet empire.43 The “cost of empire,” which 
included military and economic assistance to the 
Soviet bloc, had been defined and explored in 
research by RAND economist Charles Wolf, funded 
by the Office of Net Assessment.44 While some in 
the CIA debated the magnitude of Wolf’s findings, 
the eventual inclusion of such costs meant that 
assessments in 1986 retrospectively showed the 
Soviets devoting 16 percent to 18 percent of their 
economy to defense in the late 1970s and early 
1980s.45

In addition to improving analytic methods, 
CIA analysts also took seriously Marshall and 
Shulsky’s charge to find new sources of data. One 
of the most remarkable — though not specific to 
the defense burden — was undertaken in 1967 
by CIA analyst Gertrude Schroeder (later an 
economics professor at the University of Virginia). 
Schroeder, on temporary assignment to the U.S. 
embassy in Moscow, took the opportunity to travel 
around the capital and other parts of the Soviet 
Union incognito, relying on her excellent Russian 
and “a tacky outfit consisting of gray-green skirt, 
nondescript tan blouse, much-worn brown loafers, 
and of course head scarf,” with no stockings. After 
observing life from the perspective of a Soviet 
citizen during these excursions, she concluded, 
“[O]ur measurements of the position of Soviet 
consumers in relation to those of the United States 
(and Western Europe) favor the USSR to a much 
greater extent than I had thought. The ruble-dollar 
ratios are far too low for most consumer goods.”46

Accessing such novel sources was challenging. 
For example, Vladimir Treml, a Duke University 
economics professor serving on the Military-
Economic Advisory Panel in 1982, recommended 
the intelligence community explore unpublished 
material in various Eastern European libraries 
to collect data deleted from official Soviet 

publications. While reasonable, collecting the 
material required “language[-]trained economists,” 
who were in short supply. Further, CIA leaders 
concluded that the sources would be compromised 
by CIA analysts seeking to access them and 
nongovernment economists were “reluctant to 
work with us [the CIA].” The director of the Office 
of Soviet Analysis at the CIA nonetheless cheerfully 
(if perhaps cynically) concluded, “Somewhere in 
this mess, however, there must be a pony! We’ll 
keep looking.”47

Estimates of the Soviet defense burden remained 
a challenge through the end of the Cold War and 
afterward. As William Wohlforth has observed, 
even after the Soviet Union collapsed there was 
debate about the size of the defense burden.48 
One of the most authoritative efforts, by Russian 
historian Irina Bystrova, concludes that the Soviet 
military-industrial complex accounted for about 
25 percent of Soviet gross domestic product in the 
1980s while absorbing 75 percent of research and 
development as well as the best technical people.49

47  Memorandum for Director of Central Intelligence and Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, “MEAP Proposal for Additional Sources of 
Information of Soviet Economics Information,” June 14, 1982, ERR. The “pony” reference is to a joke much beloved of President Reagan. See Peter 
Robinson, How Ronald Reagan Changed My Life (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), 15–16.

48  William C. Wohlforth, “No One Loves a Realist Explanation,” International Politics 48, no. 4–5 (July 2011), https://doi.org/10.1057/ip.2011.17. 
See also William C. Wohlforth, The Elusive Balance: Power and Perceptions During the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993).

49  Irina Bystrova, Советский военно-промышленный комплекс: Проблемы становления и развития (1930-1980-е годы) (Soviet 
Military-Industrial Complex: Problems of Creation and Development [1930s–1980s]) (Moscow: Russian Academy of Sciences, 2006). For an English-
language summary, see Irina Bystrova, “Russian Military-Industrial Complex,” (Helsinki: Aleksanteri Institute, 2011).

Although Bystrova’s estimate of the defense 
burden is significantly higher than the 1980s CIA 
estimate (16 percent to 18 percent), the goal of 
making such estimates was not finding the exact 
figure. As with assessments of the overall economy, 
the objective was to inform policymakers of how 
well the Soviet economy could carry the burden 
of competition. Here, it seems clear by the 1980s 
the intelligence was telling policymakers that the 
Soviet Union was struggling under that burden. 

In a note to Gates two days before the July 1984 
meeting between Casey and Weinberger, National 
Intelligence Officer for Economic Issues Maurice 
Ernst wrote:

Evidence is accumulating that medium-term 
projections of Soviet force levels … would 
require a growth of military expenditures 
and military procurement in particular that 
many Soviet analysts believe to be greatly 
in excess of what the Soviet economy can 
probably support. Something will have to 
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give. I don’t believe we can hazard an answer 
at this point, but simply point out to the 
Director and Weinberger that at a minimum 
a severe conflict is shaping up in the USSR 
over the allocation of key resources between 
defense and other uses, and that the 
outcome of the conflict remains in doubt.50

Marshall and Shulsky’s criticisms of CIA 
estimates of the Soviet defense burden are thus 
valid up to a point, but they give too little credit 
to subsequent efforts to improve those estimates. 
Indeed, Marshall may be selling himself short — his 
bureaucratic advocacy and willingness to support 

outside research seems to have been an important 
contribution to the improvement in estimates. The 
result was that, by the mid-1980s, policymakers 
were well-informed that the Soviet defense burden 
was becoming unsustainable. That the burden of 
competition could even be sustained into the 1980s 
seems to have been due in no small part to Soviet 
acquisition of Western technology, as described in 
the next section. 

Been Caught Stealing: The Rise and 
Fall of Soviet Technology Acquisition

As noted earlier, by the late 1970s CIA estimates 
recognized the extent to which Western exports 
had supported the Soviet economy. Yet the extent 
of Soviet reliance on the acquisition of Western 
technology would not become clear until the early 

50  Maurice C. Ernst, “Note for Bob Gates: Soviet Defense Spending,” July 18, 1984, ERR.

51  Sergei Kostin and Eric Raynaud, Farewell: The Greatest Spy Story of the Twentieth Century (Las Vegas: AmazonCrossing, 2011).

52  CIA, Soviet Acquisition of Western Technology, April 1982, ERR.

53  Conversation with former official, April 26, 2018.

54  Soviet Acquisition of Western Technology, 6.

55  CIA, Soviet Acquisition of Militarily Significant Western Technology: An Update, September 1985, 8–12, ERR.

56  Michelle K. Van Cleave, Counterintelligence and National Strategy (Washington: National Defense University, 2007), 8–9; and Gus W. Weiss, 
“The Farewell Dossier,” Studies in Intelligence 39, no. 5 (1996), https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/kent-csi/vol39no5/
pdf/v39i5a14p.pdf. I have also benefited from substantial off-the-record conversations with participants in this campaign.

1980s. A summit in July 1981 between Reagan and 
French President François Mitterrand was crucial. 
There, the French revealed intelligence on Soviet 
acquisition of technology. The “Farewell Dossier” 
was derived from a French human intelligence 
source inside Soviet technical intelligence (KGB 
Line X).51 By 1982, the U.S. intelligence community 
described the sprawling scope of the Soviet 
program, which was directed by the Soviet Military 
Industrial Commission.52 It included both the KGB 
and Soviet military intelligence, which provided 
clandestine acquisition, and the Soviet State 
Committee for Science and Technology, which 
oversaw licit acquisition. 

The Soviet program was massive. One 
former Reagan administration official told 
me that when a new technical endeavor 
was proposed in the Soviet Union, 
Soviet practice was to try to obtain the 
technology from the West, through legal or 
illicit means, before agreeing to fund any 
major research and development.53 This 
claim was echoed in a CIA assessment 
from April 1982, which noted, “Soviet 
military designers carefully choose the 
Western designs, engineering approaches, 
and equipment most appropriate to their 

deficiencies and needs.”54 A 1985 update on Soviet 
acquisition of Western technology noted that, by 
a conservative estimate, the Soviets had saved 
more than $1 billion in development costs from 
1976 to 1980 thanks to their technology theft. The 
assessment noted the Soviets had saved five years 
in development due to acquisitions related to the 
U.S. F-18 fighter-jet radar alone. This undoubtedly 
helped the Soviet Union continue competing with 
the United States, even as its economy tottered 
toward collapse.55

The Reagan administration’s recognition of 
the importance of Soviet technology acquisition 
led to a major counterintelligence and export-
control campaign. This effort, which began in 
early 1982, required extensive coordination among 
the CIA, the FBI, and military counterintelligence 
organizations, with the regular involvement of very 
senior U.S. officials.56 

Estimates of 
the Soviet 

defense burden 
remained a 

challenge 
through the end 
of the Cold War 
and afterward. 
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The campaign had four parts. The first and 
simplest was for the United States and many 
of its allies to expel Soviet intelligence officers 
engaged in technical espionage.57 The second was 
to enforce Western export controls more seriously, 
including acting against the sale of equipment by 
Norwegian and Japanese firms that enabled Soviet 
improvements in submarine manufacturing.58 The 
third part of the campaign was, apparently, to tailor 
the focus of other U.S. counterintelligence efforts 
to protect sensitive programs. For example, a U.S. 
Air Force officer, approached by Soviet intelligence, 
became a double agent pretending to provide the 
Soviets with information on stealth. This led to the 
arrest and expulsion of the senior Soviet air attaché 
in Washington.59 The fourth, and most complex, 
part of the campaign was allegedly to feed the 
Soviets faulty technology and false data about U.S. 
programs, which required careful selection of some 
real data as “feed material.”60

This campaign was broadly effective, reducing 
Soviet acquisition of Western technology and, 
presumably, curtailing the effective subsidization 
of the Soviet defense burden. While the extent 
to which cutting off Soviet access to Western 
technology accelerated the end of the Cold War is 
probably unknowable, it almost surely contributed 
by raising the cost of competition for the Soviets.

Long-Term Competition 
and Economic Intelligence 
in the 21st Century

The Cold War experience of economic intelligence 
and long-term competition is instructive. First, 
in developing strategy for long-term competition, 
intelligence on competitors’ economic capabilities 
is just as important as intelligence on their 
military capabilities. This point underscores the 

57  See for example, State Department, Foreign Affairs Note, “Expulsions of Soviet Officials Worldwide, 1986,” January 1987, http://
insidethecoldwar.org/sites/default/files/documents/Department of State Report on Expulsion of Soviet Officials Worldwide 1986 January 1987.pdf.

58  Robert A. Rosenblatt, “Toshiba Sale ‘Criminal,’ Japanese Says,” Los Angeles Times, July 18, 1987, http://articles.latimes.com/1987-07-18/news/
mn-736_1_japanese-government.

59  Ronald J. Ostrow, “FBI Arrests Top Soviet Air Attache as Spy: Colonel Seized When Digging Up ‘Secrets’ Left by Double Agent,” Los Angeles 
Times, June 21, 1986, http://articles.latimes.com/1986-06-21/news/mn-19627_1_fbi-agents.

60  See Weiss, “The Farewell Dossier.”

61  Peter E. Robertson and Adrian Sin, “Measuring Hard Power: China’s Economic Growth and Military Capacity,” Defence and Peace Economics 28, 
no. 1 (Spring 2017), https://doi.org/10.1080/10242694.2015.1033895.

62  The size of China’s Belt and Road Initiative is unclear at the unclassified level, which underscores the need for high-quality economic 
intelligence analysis. See Jonathan E. Hillman, “How Big is China’s Belt and Road?” Center for Strategic and International Studies, April 3, 2018, 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/how-big-chinas-belt-and-road.

63  See William C. Hannas, James Mulvenon, and Anna B. Puglisi, Chinese Industrial Espionage: Technology Acquisition and Military Modernization 
(Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2013); U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, Annual Report to Congress (2016), 289–311, https://
www.uscc.gov/Annual_Reports/2016-annual-report-congress; Justice Department, “Chinese National Pleads Guilty to Conspiring to Hack into U.S. 
Defense Contractors’ Systems to Steal Sensitive Military Information,” press release no. 16-342, March 23, 2016, https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/
chinese-national-pleads-guilty-conspiring-hack-us-defense-contractors-systems-steal-sensitive; Helene Cooper, “Chinese Hackers Steal Unclassified 
Data From Navy Contractor,” New York Times, June 8, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/08/us/politics/china-hack-navy-contractor-.html; 

and National Counterintelligence and Security Center, Foreign Economic Espionage in Cyberspace 2018, https://www.dni.gov/files/
NCSC/documents/news/20180724-economic-espionage-pub.pdf.

continuing need for robust economic analysis in 
the intelligence community, ideally drawing on 
appropriately cleared, outside experts like those 
on the Military-Economic Advisory Panel.

One difference between analysis of the Soviet 
Union in the Cold War and assessments of China 
and Russia today is that there is far greater private-
sector interest in, and therefore analysis of, the 
Chinese and Russian economies. This is a mixed 
blessing for the intelligence community. There 
are many more experts and sources of data, but 
many of those experts have a financial (rather than 
strictly academic) stake in the Chinese and Russian 
economies and therefore may not be entirely 
unbiased.  

Second, it highlights the necessity (and 
difficulty) of appropriately measuring a defense 
burden. While Chinese growth will undoubtedly 
continue to underwrite defense expenditure to 
some extent, China may, like the Soviet Union (and 
the United States), face hard choices. For example, 
Peter Robertson and Adrian Sin argue that China’s 
defense expenditures, measured with a relative 
cost-price index, are larger in nominal terms than 
commonly believed but smaller in real terms due to 
rising labor costs.61 Similarly, the Chinese may have 
“costs of empire,” such as spending on the Belt 
and Road Initiative, which should not be viewed 
in isolation from the military burden.62 Economic 
growth does not automatically and seamlessly 
translate to military budgets, much less real military 
power. Policymakers need a window, however hazy, 
on the economic future of adversaries. 

Third, while the U.S. relationship with China 
is different than that with the Soviet Union, it is 
likely that the licit and illicit acquisition of Western 
technology supports the Chinese defense burden 
at least as much as it did the Soviet burden.63 Given 
the recent scrutiny of Chinese trade and espionage 
by both the Trump administration and Congress, 

lessons of the anti-Soviet counterintelligence 
campaign are worth examining. Former national 
counterintelligence executive Michelle Van Cleave 
has called for just such a proactive strategic 
counterintelligence campaign.64 Paired with greater 
scrutiny of China’s licit technology acquisition, as 
called for in pending legislation, such a campaign 
could make a significant difference in long-term 
competition.65

The return of long-term competition is not 
simply the Cold War redux. Yet neither should 
the lessons of the Cold War simply be discounted. 
Marshall, Shulsky, and Trachtenberg have done 
contemporary analysts a great service in reviewing 
the critical question of economic intelligence 
during that long twilight struggle. 
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It is time for Europe to start considering 
a future in which the transatlantic 
relationship is no longer the bedrock 
of European security and the guide 

for European international policy. Such is the 
realization in many European capitals these days. 
“The Atlantic has widened politically,” writes 
Germany’s foreign minister, Heiko Maas, in a recent 
op-ed published simultaneously in German and 
English, in which he explains that he is “making 
plans for a new world order.”1 The NATO summit in 
July in Brussels served as a reminder that this new 
world order is quickly becoming a reality, despite 
assurances from some to the contrary. 

I was in Brussels during the summit, participating 
in the outreach conference, “NATO Engages.” One 
of the most striking moments of the conference 
was during the panel on U.S.-NATO relations — the 
number one topic of this summit. Two U.S. senators, 
Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) and Thom Tillis (R-NC), 
spent an hour reassuring the audience that there 
was “broad public support for NATO in the United 
States’ public and in the U.S. Congress.” They 
pointed to the motion that the Senate had passed 
with an overwhelming majority the day before, 
reaffirming the ironclad American commitment 
under NATO’s Article 5.2 However, they had trouble 
convincing the skeptical audience, and, some 45 
minutes into the debate, the feel-good session 
was disrupted by the news that President Donald 
Trump was allegedly threatening to withdraw the 
United States from NATO if allies did not agree to 
increase their defense spending.3 

In the moment, one could not help being carried 
away by the commotion. But, in the end, Trump’s 
tantrum did not have any substantial impact on 
the summit’s outcome. Several commentators 
considered the 23-page summit communiqué 
that was signed to be one of the more substantial 
declarations in recent years, including a new 
Iraq mission and an invitation to Macedonia to 
join the alliance.4 While Trump claimed victory 
as Europeans agreed to increase their defense 
spending, the reality is that this has been the 
trend for several years, predating the current U.S. 

1  Heiko Maas, “Making plans for a new world order,” Handelsblatt, Aug. 22, 2018, https://www.handelsblatt.com/today/opinion/heiko-maas-
making-plans-for-a-new-world-order/22940622.html?ticket=ST-5205142-xEbVl6PKam40poKWJaqj-ap3. 

2  “Senate Passes Reed Motion to Strongly Reaffirm U.S. Commitment to NATO Alliance,” Latino Public Radio, July 10, 2018, http://lprnoticias.
com/2018/07/10/ senate-passes-reed-motion-strongly-reaffirm-u-s-commitment-nato-alliance/. 

3  Anna Palmer, Jake Sherman, and Daniel Lippman, “POLITICO Playbook: Trump Causes Chaos at NATO Summit,” Politico, July 12, 2018, https://
www.politico.com/newsletters/playbook/2018/07/12/trump-nato-withdraw-threat-285401. 

4  “Brussels Summit Declaration. Issued by the Heads of State and Government Participating in the Meeting of the North Atlantic Council in 
Brussels 11-12 July 2018,” NATO, July 11, 2018, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156624.htm; David Wemer, “Here’s What NATO 
Achieved at Its Brussels Summit,” Atlantic Council, July 12, 2018, http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/here-s-what-nato-achieved-
at-its-brussels-summit.

5  Bruce Stokes, “NATO’s Image Improves on Both Sides of Atlantic: European Faith in American Military Support Largely Unchanged,” Pew Global, 
May 23, 2017, http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/05/23/natos-image-improves-on-both-sides-of-atlantic/. 

6  Ulrike Franke, “Watching for Signs of NATO’s End of Times,” War on the Rocks, July 10, 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/07/ 
watching-for-signs-of-natos-end-of-times/. 

president’s term. It seems likely that any other 
American president would have gone home with 
exactly the same results.

It is tempting to take solace in the fact that NATO 
continues with business as usual, but Europe must 
not fall into the trap of complacency. And there are 
signs indicating that Europe is indeed beginning to 
come to terms with the new international realities.

America as a “Normal” 
Geopolitical Actor

Although polling suggests that NATO remains 
popular in the United States,5 such opinions could 
change if the president continues to tell his voters 
that NATO is robbing the United States. Contrary 
to the bipartisan elite consensus presented by 
Shaheen and Tillis, there are significant differences 
in opinion between conservative and liberal voters 
when it comes to NATO. In the United States, 
support for the alliance is turning into a topic of 
partisan politics, and could become a casualty of 
partisan fighting. 

More importantly, Europe and the United States 
are gradually drifting apart.6 By withdrawing 
from the Paris Agreement, pulling out of the Iran 
nuclear agreement, and unilaterally imposing 
tariffs, Trump has called into question Europeans’ 
formerly unshakeable faith in diplomacy as a way 
to resolve disagreements. Rather than basing 
America’s commitment to NATO on shared values 
and interests, Trump views it in a transactional 
way. The longer he remains president, the more 
alien to Europe the United States becomes as a 
country. But these changes extend beyond Trump. 
As Maas writes, “I am skeptical when some ardent 
trans-Atlanticist simply advises us to sit this 
presidency out.”

In other words, for Europe, the United States 
is becoming normalized. Rather than being 
seen as special, with global or, at a minimum, 
Western interests in mind, Europeans are starting 
to perceive the United States as just another 
geopolitical player. This shift can be seen most 
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strikingly in the results of a recent study done by 
the European Council on Foreign Relations (where 
I am a fellow), based on work by researchers in all 
28 E.U. member states.7 According to this study, 
five E.U. countries have begun to see the United 
States as “somehow a threat” or even “a moderate 
threat.” Asked about how the United States was 
viewed ten years ago, there was agreement among 
the researchers that no E.U. country would have 
considered the United States as a threat at that 
time. Even more concerning, when asked about 
how U.S.-E.U. relations might develop over the next 
ten years, the number of countries expected to 
consider the United States as some kind of a threat 
in the future rose to eight. These results indicate 
that this deterioration in relations is expected to 
continue beyond Trump’s presidency. 

Europe Responds

It will be up to Europe to build up its own 
capabilities and get ready to face the threats 
Europeans are most concerned about, rather than 
relying primarily on the United States. Europe 
needs to face the fact that NATO is unbalanced 
and will not be able to continue indefinitely in its 
current form. Acknowledging this fact is not about 
placing blame on particular countries — there is a 
historical reason for these imbalances. But if NATO 
members want to preserve the alliance, they need 
to prepare it for the future, both with regard to 
the alliance’s capabilities as well as with regard to 
burden-sharing. Unfortunately, it is this strategic 
debate that has become a casualty of Trump’s 
tantrums, as everyone at NATO is distracted 
defending the alliance from Trump’s ad hominem 
attacks.

While Europe has already been looking into 
strengthening common European capabilities 
— like increasing defense budgets — the Trump 
presidency, in combination with concerns over 
Russia and Brexit, has given European, and 
particularly E.U., initiatives a new impetus. The 

7  Susi Dennison, Ulrike Esther Franke, and Paweł Zerka, “The Nightmare of the Dark: The Security Fears that Keep Europeans Awake at Night,” 
European Council on Foreign Relations (July 2018), https://www.ecfr.eu/specials/scorecard/the_nightmare_of_the_dark_the_security_fears_that_
keep_europeans_awake_at_n. 

8  “Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) first collaborative PESCO projects – Overview,” The European Council, https://www.consilium.
europa.eu/media/32079/ pesco-overview-of-first-collaborative-of-projects-for-press.pdf. 

9  Nick Witney, “Macron and the European Intervention Initiative: Erasmus for Soldiers?” European Council on Foreign Relations, May 22, 2018, 
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_macron_and_the_european_intervention_initiative_erasmus_for_sold. 

10  “Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe,” European Union, June 2016, https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/
eugs_review_web.pdf. Also see Nick Witney, “Brexit, Defence, and the EU’s Quest for ‘Strategic Autonomy,’” European Council on Foreign Relations, 
June 25, 2018, https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_brexit_defence_and_the_eus_quest_for_strategic_autonomy. 

11  Dennison, Franke, and Zerka, “The Nightmare of the Dark.” 

12  Dennison, Franke, and Zerka, “The Nightmare of the Dark.” 

Permanent Structured Cooperation, known as 
PESCO, was signed in November 2017, and today 
encompasses a range of projects, from a European 
Medical Command and sharing platforms for 
cyber attacks, to the development of a European 
Armoured Infantry Fighting Vehicle.8 French 
President Emmanuel Macron’s proposal for a 
European Intervention Initiative aims at slowly 
creating a shared European strategic culture, an 
approach driven by the wish to create European 
“strategic autonomy.”9 Even before Trump’s 
election, the concept was prominent in the 2016 
European Global Strategy,10 but Trump has given 
the idea a new boost as well as a new sense of 
urgency. 

None of these initiatives are contradictory to 
NATO, but they suggest that it might be in these 
fora where the forward-looking projects will be 
pursued, rather than in NATO which is bogged 
down in a fight to justify its existence toward the 
United States. 

Although the mechanisms for strengthening 
European capabilities are still taking shape, there 
is widespread agreement throughout the European 
Union that security threats are on the rise: 
Respondents in the abovementioned study judged 
that the threats their countries faced intensified 
between 2008 and 2018, and will intensify further 
in the next decade.11 The most important threats 
that Europe needs to prepare for are, in descending 
order, cyber-attacks, state collapse or civil war 
in Europe’s neighborhood, external meddling in 
domestic politics, uncontrolled migration into the 
country, and the deterioration of the international 
institutional order.12 Respondents expect the order 
of importance of these threats to remain largely the 
same over the next ten years (with terrorist attacks 
joining the deterioration of the international order 
in fifth place), and each threat to grow more intense. 
With regard to the international actors Europeans 
perceive to be most threatening, jihadists top the 
list, with Russia and international criminal groups 
sharing second place, and North Korea coming in 
third. 

Some of these threats are easier for Europe to 
take on than others. While increasing and better 
cooperation with regard to cyber threats should 
be an achievable goal, Russia is the elephant in the 
European room.

Indeed, it was the shared view among the experts 
present at the NATO summit in Brussels that the 
summit would only be truly over, and Europe’s 
NATO members able to breathe freely again, once 
the Putin-Trump summit in Helsinki was finished — 
and did not end with Trump handing Putin Crimea, 
or promising NATO or U.S. troop withdrawals. 
In this regard, the Helsinki summit turned out 
better than feared. While the bizarre Trump-Putin 
press conference caused major debate in the 
United States, in Europe, the view was generally 
that it could have gone worse.13 Nevertheless, the 
strangely close relationship between the American 
and Russian presidents is particularly worrisome 
for Europe, as Russia remains a topic of contention 
within the European Union. 

Although there is broad agreement among E.U. 
member states on most threats and actors, it is 
on Russia that the most problematic divisions 
exist.14 Seven countries — Estonia, Finland, 
Germany, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and the 
United Kingdom —  regard Russia as the most 
important threat to their security, and six others 
consider it a significant threat. However, five 
predominantly southern countries — Greece, Italy, 
Portugal, Hungary, and Cyprus — view Russia as 
no threat at all. The only way that the European 
Union can deal with these differences in opinion 
is by focusing on the areas of vulnerability rather 
than on the potential perpetrator of a given attack 
— for example, strengthening all E.U. member 
states against external meddling or cyber attacks 
in general. Nevertheless, the European Union is 
walking a tightrope with regard to its Russia policy. 
And an American president who is so unpredictable 
in his policy toward Russia, and who actively 
seeks to divide the European Union, introduces 
significant instability into the situation. 

It is in this context that Trump’s attacks against 
Germany’s policy on gas imports from Russia at the 
NATO summit are so problematic. While the Nord 
Stream II pipeline, over which Trump attacked 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, is highly controversial 
throughout Europe and even within the German 
political establishment, Germany has been one of 
the most important advocates of Russian sanctions. 
Furthermore, accusing Germany of being too close 

13  Marcin Goclowski, “Trump-Putin Meeting Could Have Been Worse, Poland Says,” Reuters, July 17, 2018, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-nato-morawiecki/trump-putin-meeting-could-have-been-worse-poland-says-idUSKBN1K71GT.

14  Dennison, Franke, and Zerka, “The Nightmare of the Dark.”

to Russia while simultaneously nourishing a highly 
unusual relationship with the Russian president 
appears dishonest. 

Europe has to bring its own house in order if it 
wants to guarantee its security and keep NATO as 
the backbone of European defense. And it needs to 
prepare for a future in which that might no longer 
be possible.
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