
Policy Connection
Does the president really control American foreign policy? F O R E I G N

P O L I C Y

foreign-policy strategies—that of containment.
Containment emerged as amiddle ground between
doing nothing in the face of growing Soviet influ¬
ence and directly confronting the USSR and its allies
on the battlefield. It called for diplomatically, eco¬
nomically, and militarily countering the expansion¬
ist tendencies of the USSR and its all ies in Eastern

Europe and Asia, especially China.
Inherent in the containment approach when it

was first articulated by U.S. diplomat George F.
Kennan were two complementary beliefs;
1. There was no need for the United States and its

al l ies to offer auniversal ist ic al ternat ive to the

Soviet model; instead, they should pragmatically
promote diversity among nations.

2. “A long-term, patient but firm and vigilant con¬
tainment of Russian expansive tendencies” would
eventually result in the regime’s “break up or the
gradual mellowing of Soviet power.

Containment led to significant changes in Amer¬
ican foreign policy. It involved an historic break
with two major themes that had driven U.S. foreign
policy until then: isolationism and unilateralism.
Built on George Washington’s advice for the United
States to avoid any “political connection” with other
nations while engaging in “commercial relations”
with all, isolationism called for avoiding what
Thomas Jefferson called “entangling alliances” (and
was later extended to acall for neutrality and nonin¬
tervention in world affairs), whereas unilateralism
called for favoring ago-it-alone approach when con¬
f r o n t e d w i t h t h e n e e d t o d e a l w i t h i n t e r n a t i o n a l
c r i s e s o r i s s u e s .
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The Policy Challenge
snoted in Chapter 12, it was George Washington
who established the president's dominant role in

foreign affairs, and few of us would question the as¬
sertion that, as chief diplomat, the presidents have
played aleading role in shaping foreign policy
throughout the nation's history. This was especially
true at the height of the Cold War; by the mid-1960s,
presidential power in foreign and defense policy mat¬
ters had become so significant that one prominent
observer, Aaron Wildavsky, was able to claim that

A

the United States has one president, but it has
two presidencies; one presidency is for domestic
affairs, and the other is concerned with defense

and foreign policy
In the realm of foreign policy [since World

War II] there has not been asingle major issue on
which presidents, when they were serious and
determined, have failed. The list of their victories

is impressive Serious setbacks to the president
in controlling foreign policy are extraordinary
a n d u n u s u a l . ^ ’

For Wildavsky, the major problem facing the
president in the foreign-affairs arena was finding a
"viable policy" for dealing with the realities of the
Cold War. The challenge in this Policy Connection is
that we consider the validity of Wildavsky's claim
about the pivotal role of foreign policy to the
presidency—in both the past and the present.

Containment Approaches
For most of the post-World War II period,
overarching perspective dominated presidential
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U . S . i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e t w o w o r l d w a r s w o u l d

alter those two positions, but it was the country’s
major post-World War II role in establishing the
United Nations and the creation of the North Atlantic

Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949 that formal¬
i z e d t h e b r e a k w i t h b o t h i s o l a t i o n i s m a n d u n i l a t ¬

eralism. Nevertheless, both themes have retained
their power to influence U.S. foreign-policy choices,
as the American public is often quick to question
whether agiven policy is in the country’s national
interest or whether some treaty obligation allows a
foreign power to control the use of American mili¬
tary forces.

Although containment was the dominant post¬
war theory, each president put aspecial twist on his
interpretation of the containment. For example.
President Eisenhower’s understanding of contain¬
ment was to build anuclear arsenal so large that it
presented areal threat of massive retaliation to the
Soviets. President Kennedy, in contrast, saw con¬
tainment as actively supporting “the independence
of nations so that one bloc cannot gain sufficient
power to finally overcome us.’’*^ Rather than relying
on nuclear weapons, Kennedy emphasized flexible
U.S. forces, units that used limited conventional and
counterinsurgency to meet external threats.

For President Nixon, containment included fos¬
tering detente—the relaxations of tensions—with
the Soviet Union and China. Indeed, Nixon’s visit to
China was one of the most dramat ic events of the

Cold War. President Carter saw foreign power as
“rooted in our moral values.” He initially argued that
“a policy based on constant decency in its values”
could replace containment. Three years into his pres¬
idency, however. Carter focused on the Soviet threat
to world peace and overseeing aforeign policy that
was an extension of containment.'*'* Similarly, Presi¬
dent Reagan initially approached foreign policy with
a c o m m i t m e n t t o c o n t a i n m e n t t h a t w a s a r e t u r n t o

pre-detente days. By the time he left office, however,
containment had moved closer to detente.

Postcontainment Approaches
Policymakers in George H. W. Bush’s administra¬
tion were extremely pleased with the events that un¬
folded between 1989 and 1991, but they found it
difficult to establish aviable policy response in lieu of

containment. Major changes were clearly in the
wind. American-Soviet relations had been the piv¬
otal feature shaping U.S. foreign policy since World
War II; significant changes in those relations were
bound to affect other foreign-policy areas. By May
1990, most Eastern European nations had new,
more liberal leadership or policies. Relations with
China continued to improve, despite events such as
the 1989 suppression of student protests in Beijing’s
Tiananmen Square. Amore cooperative Soviet pos¬
ture in Latin America, the Middle East, Africa, and
other potential regional hot spots provided addi¬
tional proof that real changes were taking place in
the context in which U.S. foreign policy operated.

In an attempt to define what was taking place.
President Bush spoke of a“new world order” in
which the Un i ted S ta tes wou ld focus i t s e f fo r ts on

ensuring that the “rule of law” governed the conduct
of nations.'*^ The country was now in the precarious
position of being the only superpower left, and
Bush’s act ions in the Pers ian Gul f War ind icated a

willingness to take on the role of the world’s police
force, ready to take military action against those who
would threaten the peaceful status quo. But, as other
crises arose, especially in the former Yugoslavia, the
U n i t e d S t a t e s u n d e r b o t h B u s h a n d B i l l C l i n t o n

proved to be a“reluctant sheriff,” unwilling to use its
military resources to deal with disturbances that did
not seem to involve U.S. interests.'** For Clinton, the
biggest threat to America’s security was economic,
not military, and early in his administration he gave
top priority to policies that would enhance the U.S.
position in the global economy.

The trend toward globalization presented Ameri¬
can policymakers with anew set of challenges
beyond those related to economics. The administra¬
tion found itself dealing with transnational issues,
including new forms of environmental degradation
and organized criminal activity that knew no bor¬
ders. Although it did not ignore questions related to
nuclear proliferation and the continuing crises in the
Middle East, they seemed more like legacy issues
carried over from the Cold War era.

Foreign-policy actions taken during the first
months of George W. Bush’s presidency seemed to
ind i ca te a tu rn i n t he d i rec t i on o f i so la t i on i sm and

unilateralism, as the administration began to signal
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out some strategic vision of America’s policies
abroad. The answer is that other factors also play im¬
portant roles in the foreign- and defense-policy
arenas, and these regard historical context, struc¬
tural setting, and the presence of uncertainty.

In assuming the role of foreign-policy maker,
every president knows that he or she must deal with
the immediate past as well as the legacy of U.S.
foreign policies tracing back to the founding. No
one starts with aclean slate, and in the case of the
Cold War presidents from Truman to George H. W.
Bush, that history was closely tied to the relatively
ambiguous idea of containment that emerged after
World War II. Each of these presidents contributed
his own variation of what containment entailed, but
the actions of his predecessors—and their successes
and failures—were always afactor. To some extent,
each benefited from the constancy of ageneral stra¬
tegic notion such as containment, and perhaps no
one appreciated that more than George H. W. Bush,
as he sought to make sense of the new world order he
was attempting to shape in the early 1990s.

Another major factor is the structural setting of
foreign- and defense-policy making. Any president
who attempts to make decisions related to foreign or
defense matters without at least consulting Congress
is likely to regret not doing so, and in many cases the
White House depends on explicit congressional au¬
thorization (as well as appropriations) to tackle even
the most trivial of diplomatic defense-related tasks.
And perhaps no one appreciates the questionable
nature of the all-powerful-president myth more than
the president’s national security policy team as they
attempt to bring about changes in the operations of
the vast bureaucracy of which they are part. Even the
most well-articulated strategic policy emanating
from the Oval Office will be perceived differently at
the Pentagon than it will be perceived at the State
Department. Add the Central Intelligence Agency
and other parts of the intelligence community to the
mix and what was initiated as acoherent approach to
foreign and defense matters from within the White
House might seem like apresidency in disarray to
even the most casual observer.

The final factor—the existence of uncertainty—
poses the most significant challenge to presidential
efforts to control and direct America’s foreign policy.

i ts intent to wi thdraw from several internat ional in i¬

tiatives and to cut back on its military presence over¬
seas. Whatever policy might have been emerging
was soon put aside after the attacks of September 11,
2001, as Bush declared his position to the world
community in blunt terms: “Every nation, in every
region, now has adecision to make. Either you are
with us, or you are with the terrorists.”'*^ In asense,
war policy replaced foreign policy during the Bush
presidency. To give his policy some focus after the
initial 9/11 military action in Afghanistan to at¬
tempt to deal with al-Qaeda, Bush highlighted the
threats coming from the countries that harbored or
supported terrorists, with special attention to three
countries—Iraq, Iran, and North Korea—that he
termed the “axis of evil.” Ultimately, the invasion of
Iraq in 2003 and the drawn-out occupation that fol¬
lowed defined the Bush presidency, despite efforts
during his second term in office to follow other
policy initiatives in the Middle East and Europe.

When he assumed the presidency, Barack Obama
made it clear that he did not want the War on Terror

to define and drive U.S. foreign policy. When asked
about the administration’s foreign-policy strategy, a
key adviser summarized the strategy as ending the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, reestablishing Amer¬
ica’s “standing and leadership” in the world, and re¬
focusing on a“broader set of priorities” than those
that had preoccupied the country in recent years.

The Myth of the Grand Strategy
Traditionally, two myths helped most Americans
make sense of the country’s foreign and defense poli¬
cies: the myth of vulnerability and the myth of
American exceptionalism. To those two myths we
now must add athird, which Aaron Wildavsky im¬
plied in his claims about the two presidencies. It is
the myth of the grand strategy—a belief that each
American president must, and eventually does, de¬
velop acore viable policy approach to dealing with
other nations and carrying out the U.S. agenda in
world affairs.'*®

As with other myths, there is some truth to the
fact that presidential policy choices are amajor factor
in shaping and directing U.S. foreign policy. But the
myth itself begs the question of just how much
leeway any president has in articulating or carrying
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Crises have been aconstant feature of the history of
American foreign policy since World War II. Some
events, such as North Korea’s invasion of South
Korea in 1950 and the terrorist attacks of 9/11, might
have been predicted with better intelligence, and to
s o m e e x t e n t t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s s h o u l d h a v e b e e n

better prepared to contend with the Cuban missile
crisis in 1962 or the collapse of global financial mar¬
kets in 2008. But, no matter how much effort presi¬
dents put into reducing uncertainties, it is not
possible to develop or hold onto astrategic position
that takes into account all possible scenarios and
contingencies in world affairs. Things happen—and
when they do, we are once again reminded of the
limits to the development of agrand strategy that
can guide U.S. foreign policy.

C o n c l u s i o n
When we consider all these aspects, claims about the
power and influence of the president in shaping and
directing U.S. foreign policy seem overstated. To
Wildavsky’s credit, his initial claim was more nu-
anced and qualified. He spoke of the president’s
“dominant” role in foreign affairs relative to the
more limited role the president plays in the domestic
policy arena. In addition, his goal was to character¬
ize that role during aspecific time in the history of
the Cold War when tens ions wi th the Sov ie ts were

especially high. Unfortunately, the widespread belief
in the myth of the grand strategy rarely takes into
account the realities that should inform the public’s
understanding and appreciation of the nation’s foreign
and defense policies.

American foreign policy is constantly adjusting to
international crises. In 2014, Russia “reclaimed”
Crimea, apart of the former Soviet Union that had
been part of Ukraine since the collapse of the USSR
in 1991. Here, Russian troops stand guard in front of
the Crimean parliament building after the annexa¬
tion. The ensuing crisis led to the imposition of sanc¬
tions against Russia as well as adeterioration of
U.S.—Russian relationships.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Russia's Vladimir Putin took military action against
the countries of Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014).
These actions generated strong diplomatic
responses from the United States and raised ques¬
tions as to whether the Cold War was really over.
Some analysts have argued that the United States
s h o u l d r e c o n s i d e r i t s a b a n d o n m e n t o f C o l d W a r

policies such as containment. Considering how
different the world is in the post-Cold War era,
would containment be the best American foreign-
policy response to such crises?

2. Given the complex and often dangerous nature
of world affairs today, some would argue that
decisions about American foreign policy should
be concentrated in the hands of the president.
Others argue for more involvement by Congress,
especially because issues are often more focused
on economic questions than on military crises.
Is it possible to conduct acoherent foreign policy
when policymaking is shared?




