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 Introduction
War and Diplomacy in US Foreign Policy

“5,000 troops to Colombia” was ominously scribbled on an innocuous yellow 
pad in January 2019, showing just how much contemporary US foreign 
policy is defined by military interventions. The note’s author was then- US 
National Security Advisor John Bolton, who sought to resolve the ongoing 
presidential crisis in Venezuela by immediately deploying American armed 
forces abroad.1 Diplomacy was out, a show of military force was in. Swords 
over wealth and words was the order of the day. With no ambassador in 
Venezuela since 2010, American diplomacy was handicapped from the 
start. While the crisis ended with no US deployment this time, Bolton’s note 
illustrates how readily US political leaders push for immediate military 
“solutions” to burgeoning international dilemmas. What is worse, these dy-
namics were and are not unique to Venezuela. This “force- first” mentality 
reverberates through most contemporary US foreign policy choices. And 
despite President Joseph Biden’s stated commitment to increase the State 
Department’s budget to reengage the world and repair our alliances, funding 
remains far less than that of the Department of Defense. Yes, Russia’s war 
in Ukraine reinforces the notion that the risk of major interstate war re-
mains, which we do not deny. But two key questions follow: was Russia’s 
slowly escalating belligerency inevitable? And second, does a force- first for-
eign policy generally result in an escalatory spiral? If history is any guide, the 
devolution of diplomacy will get worse as the primacy of military statecraft 
continues to take pride of place.

A critical aspect of our engagement overseas is through ambassadors, 
who are the president’s eyes and ears on the ground in both friendly and un-
friendly places. US presidents traditionally reward some generous campaign 
donors with political ambassadorial appointments. The percentage of such 
political appointees hovered around 30 percent in the past, with 70 percent 
of the posts still reserved for career diplomats— diplomats who possess years 
of hard- earned on- the- ground cultural and practical experience. Under the 
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2 Dying by the Sword

Donald J. Trump administration, that trend was nearly reversed. What’s 
more, the Department of State lost 12 percent of its employees in the foreign 
affairs division under Trump, and the diplomats that remained had to fight 
to remain part of the policymaking process.2 Increasingly, US foreign policy 
is now in the hands of inexperienced political appointees in the executive 
branch.

While President Biden promised to “elevate diplomacy as the premier tool 
of our global engagement,” and “re- empower the finest diplomatic corps in 
the world,” it remains to be seen whether the path dependencies of American 
diplomacy since the year 2000 will budge, as they will also require a dramatic 
rebalancing of federal budgets and priorities for many years to come.3 As of 
February 2022, Biden has appointed 87 ambassadors, and over half of them 
are political appointees; continuing the trends of the Trump administration; 
albeit to a lesser degree.4

US diplomacy is experiencing a fundamental shift, one a long time in the 
making but escalating rapidly in our contemporary era. It is moving away 
from the era of hard- fought negotiations among career diplomats to an age 
of kinetic diplomacy— diplomacy by armed force, removed from the in- 
depth local knowledge garnered by traditional diplomats. What does this 
shift mean for the future of US foreign policy? Can past patterns offer clues 
as to the evolution of kinetic diplomacy and its most urgent consequences? 
By tracing US foreign policy through different eras with a combination of 
historical narratives, theoretical perspectives, and data- driven empirical 
analysis, this book identifies both key trends and lessons for contemporary 
politics.

The Argument

Throughout its history as a global actor, the United States has taken on many 
roles. It evolved from a relatively isolationist state to a hesitant intervenor to a 
global policeman and defender of the liberal world order. But in the past two 
decades, it has often and quickly escalated to the use of force abroad, with 
strong domestic and international backlash. In survey after survey, if you ask 
the global public, America is seen as a bigger threat to global peace and pros-
perity than China and Russia (prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine).5 These 
perceptions may arise from trigger- happy US foreign policy, characterized 
by an overreliance on force, with minimal support for diplomatic efforts and 
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Introduction 3

few consistent national strategies. Relying on military force is hardly a new 
means to project power abroad. Indeed, factions of more hawkish political 
elites often contend with more restrained voices and ideologies. In other 
words, the impulse to be more forceful always existed across every era of US 
foreign policymaking, but structural forces and historical events sometimes 
serve to mute or embolden this impulse.

For instance, for an entire decade after Vietnam, the US military’s repu-
tation suffered, and few Americans trusted in the use of force abroad. After 
Ronald Reagan vowed to rehabilitate the US military, and after two equiv-
ocal US victories in Grenada and Panama, the US military regained its image 
as an effective institution, and gained the respect of US public opinion. Yet 
at the same time, as political scientist Ivan Arreguín- Toft has shown,6 great 
powers— even superpowers like the Soviet Union— were losing wars against, 
on paper, much weaker adversaries more often than winning them. Highly 
tuned to this problem, the Department of Defense adopted the Weinberger 
Doctrine as a hedge against joining the toll of losses in unconventional wars. 
It wasn’t to last, largely due to the American habit of fetishizing new tech-
nology which, along with traditional US exceptionalism, invariably appears 
to invalidate the hard- won lessons of past military failures.

In Humane, for example, Samuel Moyn tells the story of how the United 
States has succeeded in reimagining armed combat as a consistent, first- 
line tool of foreign policy, instead of as an imperfect tool of last resort, or 
as a prelude to quagmire (think Afghanistan, 2001– 2022). Examining over 
a century of history, he reflects on how the availability of precision weap-
onry and the path dependencies of safeguarding the US national image led 
us to the contemporary era of “forever wars,” perhaps minimizing some of 
the violence but perpetuating US dominion globally.7 Historically, attempts 
to decrease the friendly costs of war (i.e., our own casualties) only serves to 
make war a more palatable tool of foreign policy; as in the case of the United 
States’ post- 9/ 11 drone warfare programs, which present a sanitized image 
of modern warfare and separate that image from the everyday lives of both 
American citizens and policymakers.

In recent decades, domestic structures and international events 
strengthened the American impulse towards forcefulness to unprecedented 
levels. Such factors include but are not limited to the aftermath of a US “uni-
polar moment” in which, following the end of the containment doctrine 
against the Soviet Union, national interests expanded to include human 
rights promotion, democratization, drug interdiction, and other non- trivial 
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4 Dying by the Sword

but nonvital geopolitical interests. US militarism also found fertile ground 
in rising defense spending even after the end of the Cold War, propelled par-
tially by growing power of “the Iron Triangle:” the confluence of interest of 
congressional committees, US federal agencies, and special interest groups 
and defense industry lobbyists.8 In fact, according to OpenSecrets, a non-
profit that measures money flows within the Iron Triangle, between 1998 and 
2021, the defense sector led by corporations such as Raytheon, Lockheed 
Martin, and Boeing was one of top- ranked spenders on lobbying the US 
government.9

Not only is the frequency of US military intervention increasing, but the 
level of US hostility is rising, the nature of US interventions is shifting, and 
its aims are escalating. In fact, our data reveal the United States hasn’t had 
a year without at least one newly started military intervention since 1974. 
According to our research, the United States has undertaken almost 400 in-
ternational military interventions since 1776, with more than half of them 
occurring after World War II. What’s more, the United States waged 29 per-
cent of these interventions in the post– Cold War era and they were more 
intense.10 With recent interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, as well 
as weaponized drone campaigns in Pakistan, Yemen, and beyond, the wide-
spread global concern about America’s role in the world we and others have 
highlighted should not be surprising.

As its experience in and exit from Afghanistan attest (now standing as 
longest US war by far, as Figure AI.1 reveals), assessing the success of US mil-
itary interventions is a fraught endeavor as well.11 On one hand, in most of 
its contemporary missions, the United States overwhelmed other states with 
its military power and won a good number of short- term victories. On the 
other, in these same missions, the United States often failed to achieve long- 
term goals: a problem known colloquially as “losing the peace.” Its lack of 
diplomatic engagement often inflames insurgencies and ignites civil wars in 
the wake of swift military victories. Therefore, worst of all, the United States 
is increasing its use of force abroad at a time when the resort to arms is, at a 
minimum, unlikely to advance US interests and, in fact, increasingly likely to 
prove counterproductive; such as in urban warfare and counterinsurgency 
operations.12

We describe current US foreign policy as kinetic diplomacy, which 
supplanted the traditional statecraft trifecta of diplomacy, trade and aid, and 
war as a last resort. As traditional diplomacy withers away and political elites 
gut the US Department of State, military interventions— including shadowy 
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Introduction 5

special operation missions, drone strikes, and “gray zone warfare” efforts— 
grow at unsustainable rates; as do the quantity and quality of US adversaries.

By means of an historical and data- driven review of the dominant foreign 
policy trends from the nation’s founding in 1776 until today, we contend 
the United States has become addicted to military intervention. Each indi-
vidual crisis appears to demand a military response, but a short- term respite 
then results in an even bigger problem later, which again seems to beg of an 
armed response, and so on and on: violence begets violence. Unlike the past, 
where force was a last resort, the United States now pursues a whack- a- mole 
security policy— much more reactionary than deliberate, lacking clear na-
tional strategic goals. We trace different eras of US foreign policy, marked 
by changing US strategic objectives. In the 1700s, the key US strategic goal 
was independence from Britain. The 1800s involved national expansion and 
the conquest of the Great Frontier, while warding off European powers. The 
United States emerged from relative isolation in the early 1900s to focus on 
the so- called war to end all wars, then shifted to defeating the Axis powers 
decades later. During the Cold War, the United States relied on the strategy 
of containment to prevent World War III, deterring a great power rival while 
promoting democracy, free trade, and the establishment of international 
institutions. By the 1990s, the United States aimed to establish itself as the 
leader of a New World Order through multilateral cooperation, the further 
enmeshment and institutionalization of Western norms, and a relatively bal-
anced arsenal of foreign policy tools. In the post- 9/ 11 era, US strategic goals 
shifted to preventive war: a global war on terror, which propelled the country 
down the path toward kinetic diplomacy.

Dying by the Sword dedicates a chapter to each defining era of US foreign 
policy, introducing historical narratives and compelling patterns from the 
Military Intervention Project (MIP) along the way. Each chapter highlights 
how the United States used and balanced primary tools of statecraft— 
diplomacy, trade, and war— to achieve its objectives. The book concludes 
with a warning that if the United States does not abandon its addiction to 
force- first, kinetic diplomacy, it will do permanent damage to its vital na-
tional interests; including its diplomatic corps, economic influence, and 
international reputation. It will be doomed to more, more costly, and coun-
terproductive wars. And it will spell disaster for America’s domestic and in-
ternational stability.

These trends matter. Policymakers and the broader public need direct 
knowledge and access to a clear accounting of the patterns, outcomes, and 
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6 Dying by the Sword

net effects of US militarism across time. After all, the descent into kinetic di-
plomacy directly impacts US domestic policy. Money spent on foreign wars 
means money diverted away from economic development, health care, pan-
demic response, social welfare, education, infrastructure, job creation, and 
other critical domestic public goods. Beyond this, a more kinetic foreign 
policy prompts a higher risk of American casualties abroad, rising national 
deficits and debt, and deteriorating international perceptions of US behavior, 
which may demoralize long- time allies while increasing the quantity and 
quality of US adversaries. US aggression may further legitimate aggression 
by other international actors. For instance, the US invasion of Iraq after 9/ 11 
decreased its international legitimacy in matters of human rights and democ-
racy, making it more difficult to uphold international norms of nonaggres-
sion and noninterventionism across the international community at large.13 
And for Russia, which continues to hold that great power status comes with 
privileges not available to other states, acting aggressively abroad underlines 
Russian claims that when it employs force abroad it is only acting as any great 
power— and in particular, the United States— acts. In other words, ramped- 
up US militarism results in increased threats to the US homeland as well as 
to the stability of the international community and postwar world order— an 
“order,” it must be recalled, that was designed to permit openly hostile great 
powers to co- exist without risking a species- ending third world war. Kinetic 
diplomacy puts all that at risk.

Ultimately, this book aims to provide a concise synthesis of the entire arc 
of America’s intervention history, offering empirical analysis of the main 
trends seen in our unique and comprehensive data set on all US military 
interventions. Our analysis shows the United States does not need to restrain 
itself from engaging on the world stage fully. Rather, it must rely on a more 
extensive array of tools to secure its vital interests and contribute to a more 
peaceful world. But we also argue that the impact of decades of force- first, 
kinetic diplomacy comes with inertia: a cumulative effect whose most costly 
aspects may take years to reverse. It will take skilled and consistent leader-
ship to undo the damage already done by a sometimes necessary, but on bal-
ance excessive, resort to violence as a default foreign policy. Moreover, it will 
take an educated and alert public to hold its leaders to account in how US 
interests are secured and US dollars are spent to secure those interests.

This introduction first offers an outline of the critical turning points, 
debates, and tools in US grand strategy and then introduces the book’s ap-
proach, illustrating how it offers distinct contributions from previous 
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Introduction 7

empirical efforts. Next, the introduction highlights the seven eras of US for-
eign policy, assessing the country’s strategic goals. We also show how current 
patterns of US foreign policy are detrimental to the future of the country and 
the world before providing a roadmap for subsequent chapters.

Grand Strategy and the Three Pillars of Statecraft

Generally, the United States interacts with other states in the interna-
tional system through the use of force, trade, and diplomacy, institutional-
ized via the departments of defense, commerce, and state, respectively. Of 
course, there has always been a trade- off between diplomacy and war. As 
General James Mattis, commander of US Central Command in 2013 said in 
Congressional testimony, “if [Congress doesn’t] fund the State Department 
fully, then I need to buy more ammunition.”14 But what happens when diplo-
macy becomes a shell of its former self? What ensues when a grand strategy 
pillar the United States took for granted for centuries— diplomacy first and 
war as a last resort— collapses?

Unfortunately, the United States no longer balances its various tools 
of statecraft as it once did. Its eagerness to rely on military force escalated 
during the Cold War, mainly because the American public fell for the narra-
tive of domino logic, and the image of an irrational communist enemy bent 
on world domination. In terms of Soviet, Chinese, and Cuban foreign policy, 
this narrative was not entirely false. But it wasn’t policy but the dehumaniza-
tion of the ‘other’ that ultimately led to a habit of leading with armed force. If 
its enemies were monsters that could not be reasoned with, then why bother 
even attempting to sway them from their path of destruction through bar-
gaining and diplomacy? Better to beat them into submission.

But this widely held assumption of irrationality is far removed from 
realities on the ground. Even the most fervent communist rebels or leaders 
have tangible, strategic goals, such as national independence or increasing 
their resource capabilities; goals the United States could have engaged 
through shrewd diplomacy and economic statecraft. At least during the Cold 
War and in the immediate post– Cold War period, this assumed irrationality 
mainly applied to communist leadership and was restrained by the grand 
strategy of containment.

The 9/ 11 attacks, however, shattered any lingering nuance for good. 
The aftermath of the terrorist attacks— attacks organized and led by 
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8 Dying by the Sword

self- proclaimed religious actors undeterred even by the certainty of their 
own physical destruction— emboldened those political leaders who, in their 
bid to promote greater US military involvement, would depict enemies as 
irrational haters and their populations as bad people. Once this narrative 
takes hold, diplomacy is off the table as there is a refusal to negotiate with 
evil people, especially terrorists. Only brute force remains as an option. The 
George W. Bush administration took it a step further by identifying preven-
tive wars as a tool of grand strategy. The logic is to kill evil, irrational enemies 
abroad before they have a chance to attack at home.

This is how kinetic diplomacy became enshrined in the US political 
psyche. Fueled by narratives of irrational, evil enemies, kinetic diplomacy 
grows in parallel with shrinking diplomatic capacity and bloated defense 
budgets, egged on by powerful interest groups within the Iron Triangle. The 
more force is resorted to, the more it has to be resorted to, and the United 
States ends up in a permanent state of war; a state of war which acts to abridge 
civil liberties and due process, stunts economic growth and starves infra-
structure maintenance, and even suppresses gender equity (an environment 
of pervasive threat acts as a tax on women’s leadership and full participation 
in the nation’s economic, political, and social life).

To clarify, kinetic diplomacy is not the same as coercive diplomacy.15 In 
the case of coercive diplomacy, a state relies on a combination of diplomatic 
channels to threaten a costly escalation unless the target countries comply.16 
In kinetic diplomacy, a state immediately turns to predominantly stealthy 
military resources, such as drone warfare, special operations, and covert 
missions, to violently coerce a rival in an attempt to prevent a costly esca-
lation. In a word: it attempts to achieve its goals by killing. Unfortunately, 
even the best trained special operations forces can only accomplish so much 
without the aid of traditional diplomatic support, economic levers, or better 
intelligence. And intelligence comes in two main types: short- term, battle-
field and operational intelligence; and long- term, cultural, linguistic, and 
historical intelligence. Military might only goes so far without both types of 
intelligence, and without the other basic tools of modern statecraft.

Hampered by an overreliance on force, the United States is also struggling 
to craft a new grand strategy that will help guide its national security and for-
eign policies into the future. While the concept of grand strategy is naturally 
fluid and frequently a subject of academic debate, we can generally define it 
as the highest- order vision that molds a state’s foreign policy ends and means 
and as the overarching approach to national security— one that applies both 
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Introduction 9

to wartime and peacetime.17 Thus, grand strategy demands the prioritization 
of interests, consensus formation on threats and opportunities, and contin-
gency plans for changing circumstances. Moreover, grand strategy must lev-
erage and organize all instruments of statecraft, such as war, trade, aid, and 
diplomacy, toward the pursuit of national interest and power.

As subsequent chapters illustrate, the United States relied on at least one 
or two grand strategic visions across different eras to formulate and achieve 
critical objectives. If we consider the contemporary era, there are competing 
visions for what the United States should try to achieve, from isolation to 
deep engagement, as outlined in Table I.1.

These contemporary debates and schools of thought on what America’s 
strategy is or should be focus on the country’s proper role in the international 
system in the wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse. Scholars and policymakers 
alike continue to debate whether the United States should remain leader of 
the “free” world, continue some sort of engagement but in a more restrained 
manner, or pull back from existing commitments and focus its energy at 
home (isolationism).

Modern- day strategies differ from those pursued during the Cold War, 
which featured the United States counterbalancing the Soviet Union. It 
was a robust Department of State that shepherded the United States to its 
superpower status in the post– World War II era. Under the guidance of 
personalities such as George C. Marshall, the secretary of state beginning in 
1947, the United States continued to safeguard the vital connection between 
diplomatic power and military effectiveness. It reinforced the expectation that 
civilian officials always outranked generals in policy decisions, as witnessed 
when President Harry S. Truman fired General Douglas MacArthur over 
MacArthur’s insistence on continuing to seek a decisive victory in North 
Korea in 1951, despite contradictory administrative directives.18

Thanks to another diplomat, George F. Kennan, deputy chief of mission 
in Moscow, the United States successfully navigated the Cold War era as 
well. In his “Long Telegram” and subsequent “X Article” in Foreign Affairs, 
Kennan helped temper US military responses to its primary threat, the Soviet 
Union.19 Kennan declared that an all- out military option would fail because 
the United States had already demobilized in Europe while a large number 
of Soviet troops remained within rapid striking distance of Paris and the 
rest of Western Europe. Most importantly, Kennan reminded the American 
public and its elites that while the Soviet Union held to an expansionist 
revolutionary ideology, it still behaved in pragmatic, self- interested ways 
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10 Dying by the Sword

Table I.1 Summary of Contemporary US Grand Strategies

Grand Strategy Main Themes

Neo- Isolationisma US must distance itself from international politics to safeguard 
its security. Since there are no threats to the homeland, the US 
does not need to intervene abroad.
 • US is not responsible for maintaining world order;
 • Economic growth driven by private sector;
 • US should not seek to spread its values abroad; 
 • Policies: Withdraw from NATO, end US military presence 

abroad, and defocus from nuclear proliferation.
Restraintb/ 
Offshore Balancingc

US must avoid involving itself in security affairs unless another 
state is seeking to establish hegemony in three strategic 
regions: Western Europe, Northeast Asia, and the Persian Gulf.
 • Retrench from current extensive global role and from 

maintenance of “US- led international order;”
 • No forward posture of US forces;
 • Military should be used rarely, only with clear goals;
 • Rely on deterrent power of nuclear weapons;
 • Maintain a relatively open trade system;
 • Policies: Withdraw from NATO and withdraw US forces 

from Europe, withdraw from the Gulf to the lowest level 
possible, and maintain enough US presence in Asia to 
balance with allies against China.

Selective 
Engagementd

US should only intervene in regions that directly affect its 
security, typically powers with significant industrial, economic, 
and military potential, as per realism. This is a compromise 
between restraint and liberal hegemony.
 • Focus on relationship with Europe, East Asia, and the 

Persian Gulf;
 • Forward posture of US forces;
 • Main goals:
 • Prevent war between great powers;
 • Prevent the rise of adversarial regional hegemons;
 • Prevent nuclear proliferation;
 • Preserve access to oil supplies;
 • Pursue “liberal values” of free trade, democracy, human 

rights, only when they do not harm primary security 
interests;

 • Policies: Maintain existing formal and informal alliances and 
maintain forward posture in key regions, but withdraw US 
forces from other regions.

Collective Securitye US should promote the growth of democratic governments and 
international institutions to prevent conflict and mitigate the 
security dilemma, as per (neo)liberal institutionalism.
 • Collective security applied to humanitarian crises;
 • Usage of force allowed via humanitarian interventions;
 • Policies: Build and maintain international institutions, 

prevent nuclear proliferation, stop regional conflict, and stop 
humanitarian atrocities across borders.
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Table I.1 Continued

Introduction 11

internationally. Thus, just like any other rational actor, the Soviets could be 
incentivized against aggression and expansion through a policy now known 
as containment. This route emphasized the need to prevent the Soviet Union 
from subverting other governments while promoting the appeal of the rule 
of law, free speech, free and fair elections, and market capitalism across the 

Grand Strategy Main Themes

Liberal Hegemonyf

Primacy/ 
Deep Engagement

US must become/ remain the world hegemon to maintain the 
international liberal order to ensure peace. It must sometimes 
rely on force to spread liberal values and institutions.
 • Maintain unrivaled military power and preserve unipolar 

distribution of power;
 • Forward posture of US forces;
 • Create and maintain extensive level of permanent alliance 

commitments worldwide;
 • Biggest threats stem from failed states, rogue states, and 

illiberal states;
 • Policies: Pursue nuclear nonproliferation, bolster US military 

to Cold War levels, support democratization and free trade, 
wage regime change wars.

a Barry R. Posen and Andrew L. Ross, “Competing Visions for U.S. Grand Strategy,” International 
Security 21, no. 3 (Winter 1996- 1997): 5– 53, doi:10.2307/ 2539272.
b Barry R. Posen, Restraint: A New Foundation for U.S. Grand Strategy, Cornell Studies in Security 
Affairs (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2014); Eugene Gholz, Darryl G. Press, and Harvey 
M. Sapolsky, “Come Home, America: The Strategy of Restraint in the Face of Temptation,” 
International Security, 21, no. 4 (2017):5– 48.
c John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, “The Case for Offshore Balancing,” Foreign Affairs, (July/ 
August 2016); Christopher Layne, “The U.S. Foreign Policy Establishment and Grand Strategy: How 
American Elites Obstruct Strategic Adjustment,” International Politics, 54, no. 3 (2017): 260– 275; 
Christopher Layne, “From Preponderance to Offshore Balancing,” International Security, 22, no. 1 
(Summer 1997): 86– 124; John J. Mearsheimer, The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams and International 
Realities (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018).
d Robert J. Art, “Geopolitics Updated: The Strategy of Selective Engagement,” International Security, 
23, no. 3 (Winter 1998– 1999): 79– 113, doi:10.2307/ 2539339; Robert J. Art, A Grand Strategy for 
America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004).
e Rodger Payne, “Cooperative Security: Grand Strategy Meets Critical Theory?” Millennium, 40, no. 3 
(2012): 605– 624, doi: 10.1177/ 0305829812441733; Charles A. Kupchan and Clifford A. Kupchan, 
“The Promise of Collective Security,” International Security 20, no. 1 (1995): 52– 61; Michael Mihalka, 
“Cooperative Security in the 21st Century,” Connections 4, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 113– 122.
f Stephen G. Brooks, John Ikenberry, and William C. Wohlforth, “Don’t Come Home, America: The 
Case against Retrenchment,” International Security 37, no. 3 (2012): 7– 51; Stephen Brooks, John 
Ikenberry, and William Wohlforth, “Lean Forward: In Defense of American Engagement,” Foreign 
Affairs 92, no. 1 (2013): 130– 142, 137; John G. Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and 
Transformation of the American World Order (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011); 
Joseph S. Nye, The Future of Power (New York: Pacific Affairs, 2011); Robert Kagan, The World 
America Made (New York: Alfred Knopf, 2012); Stephen G. Brooks and William Wolhforth, America 
Abroad: The United States’ Global Role in the 21st Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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12 Dying by the Sword

world. Through this diplomatic route— consistent with its “City Upon a Hill” 
roots, the United States avoided direct military confrontation with another 
great power, sparing the lives of countless troops and civilians.

At this time, President Truman and his administration also knew that the 
US public would not support another major war unless enemies directly 
threatened American soil. But over time, hawkish factions grew. Proponents 
of a “rollback” strategy wanted to deploy all US national resources to van-
quish the “evil empire” of the Soviet Union and its satellite dictatorships and 
to “roll back” the Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe. The hawks’ stance was 
an ideological, moral, even religious one, with endless confidence in US mili-
tary might. Across the decades, they continued to push for a more aggressive, 
militarized US foreign policy, even amid the clear successes of containment. 
They awaited their chance to redirect foreign policy. In fact, these dissenting 
voices would eventually alter the very meaning of Kennan’s containment 
strategy. The afterlife of Kennan’s containment strategy would encompass a 
more expansive militarized policy that led to a disastrous US military inter-
vention in Vietnam’s civil war.20

Each of these grand strategies serves as an ideal type; describing (and in 
some cases advocating for) different levels of action and engagement and dif-
ferent policy responses using different tools of statecraft depending on the in-
ternational environment. Alongside empirical and historical evidence, we use 
these perspectives and other theoretical premises to help explain patterns of 
US foreign policy and military interventions and predict future trajectories. 
The book also considers the merits and limitations of each grand strategy 
across the eras, focusing particularly on the more contemporary debates be-
tween restrainers (intellectual descendants of containment advocates) and 
deep engagers (intellectual descendants of rollback advocates).

To understand when, why, and how the United States relied on military 
force, it’s also worth recognizing the two most important institutions guiding 
Washington’s national security and foreign policy. The historical trajectories 
of the Department of State and the Department of Defense are therefore key 
parts of the story.

The influence of the State Department in the making of US foreign policy and 
grand strategy has fluctuated throughout the past 200- plus years since its in-
ception. “Until World War II, the State Department was the major organization 
responsible for foreign affairs,” with elite politicians and even future presidents 
serving as secretary of state, including Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James 
Monroe, John Quincy Adams, Martin Van Buren, and James Buchanan.21
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Introduction 13

As the United States grew into a great power and its international 
relationships expanded, the management of foreign affairs necessitated 
the involvement of other departments and agencies. Hence, as advances in 
communications technologies such as railroads, steamships, aircraft, and 
radio made the world effectively smaller and, more importantly, dramati-
cally compressed time for deliberation and collaboration, the Department 
of State waned in overall influence in foreign policymaking.22 At the dawn 
of the Cold War, newly appointed secretary of state George Marshall sought 
to strengthen the department’s capabilities and influence, asking George 
Kennan to set up the Policy Planning Staff.23 Throughout the Cold War 
and in the post– Cold War period, “operational demands (putting out fires) 
and the inherent tension between useful specificity and diplomatic gener-
ality have made the exercise of policy planning in the Department of State a 
perennial problem. This situation has tended to shift much of the weight of 
policy planning to the NSC [National Security Council] staff and the DoD 
[Department of Defense].”24

The State Department has not been able to avoid a significant loss of in-
fluence over the past several decades, which is directly connected to the rise 
of military interventionism in US foreign policy, among other factors such 
as a growing bureaucracy and a more interconnected global economy.25 
An increase in US power and greater reliance on force as a tool of foreign 
policy also brings the Department of Defense to the forefront of foreign 
policymaking— a political dynamic that the military itself initially resisted, 
and which became painfully obvious to the general public after 9/ 11.

The Department of Defense did not initially dominate decision making in 
the same way it does today. As with the State Department, it was the emer-
gence of the United States in the mid- twentieth century as a great power 
that brought about structural changes in the executive agencies respon-
sible for defense. It was during World War II that the current headquarters 
of the department, the Pentagon, was built: “At the time of its construc-
tion in 1941– 43, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and most of the govern-
ment and the public believed that the building was a response to temporary 
circumstances and that it would not be required for the military after the war 
when conditions would return to normalcy. But the memory of the surprise 
attack on Pearl Harbor led most Americans and their leaders to share the be-
lief that US security would from now on demand constant vigilance and con-
stant readiness. As such the post- World War II world never returned to what 
Americans regarded as normalcy.”26
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14 Dying by the Sword

US demobilization following the end of World War II and the dawning of 
the Cold War led to serious restructuring in the defense establishment. Since 
1947, a series of defense reorganization acts have significantly strengthened 
the role of the secretary of defense as well as further centralized the de-
partment toward greater efficiency and responsiveness.27 The balance be-
tween military and civilian leaders within the department has also shifted 
throughout the history of the Pentagon, with ongoing public debates about 
how best to separate politics and the military.

The Approach of the Book

Our book provides a unique, powerful blend of original data- driven analysis 
and a narrative history of US foreign policy as it relates to the use of armed 
force abroad. And though our core focus remains illuminating the empir-
ical record, our analysis remains framed by theoretical insight. Each chapter 
includes a range of aggregated patterns of US intervention from our Military 
Intervention Project (MIP); providing data on essential trends across time 
and place, as well as more nuanced historical discussions on crucial polit-
ical events across the eras. Below we detail our two- pronged approach to 
analyzing US military interventions and foreign policy and graphically show 
how it differs from currently existing sources and methods.

The Military Intervention Project

The Military Intervention Project (MIP) is a comprehensive data set of all US 
military interventions since the country’s founding. It also measures poten-
tial drivers of military intervention as well as the domestic and international 
costs of US military involvements, encompassing over 200 different unique 
variables.28

Military interventions include the threat, display, or direct usage of force 
by the United States against another state or foreign actor/ territory, including 
over 100 American Indian nations. We, however, present the frontier war and 
drone warfare data separately from “traditional” US interventions. We re-
duce a wider universe of potential means of advancing US national interests 
to three main categories: (1) military intervention; (2) economic trade and 
aid; and (3) diplomacy and soft power (e.g., Hollywood). Diplomacy is an 
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Introduction 15

example of the United States relying on nonviolent tools of statecraft in 
advancing its foreign policy.

In comparison to the most robust existing data sets of US military inter-
vention, MIP more than doubles the universe of cases, integrates a range 
of military intervention definitions, expands the timeline of analysis, and 
offers more transparency and nuanced analysis through supplemental case 
narratives of every intervention.29

MIP thus offers empirical measures of all instances of US military in-
tervention from 1776 until 2019, alongside all the significant drivers and 
consequences of these interventions. For a more in- depth scope of analysis, 
historical case study narratives of every mission complement the aggregated 
data set. By relying on a broad historical lens of US military interventions, 
this research also speaks to long- term trends, dramatic changes, and lasting 
costs and benefits to domestic and international politics. By including a range 
of literature- relevant definitions of US military intervention, MIP can assess 
empirical results across these definitions and their corresponding data sets.30

Not only does MIP greatly expand the universe and variables on US mil-
itary interventions, but it also offers the gold standard for case documenta-
tion via its written case studies of each instance of US military intervention, 
confirmed by at least three scholarly sources. This distinct method of ap-
proach allows MIP to add more cases to its universe, edit missing or oth-
erwise incorrect data from other sources, remove certain cases from the 
definition of US military intervention, and incorporate more nuanced var-
iable measurements. Ultimately, these MIP distinctions also produce dis-
tinct new patterns of US military intervention, which are vital to theoretical 
debates and contemporary policy discussions.

To better show the advances in MIP, we briefly compare important 
patterns of US military interventions arising from the current leading data 
set on military interventions, the Militarized Interstate Disputes (MID).31 
We chose MID because it is the most comparable to MIP, includes the best 
documentation, and is the most widely used by scholars. Nevertheless, as will 
become apparent, MIP and MID do not agree on a host of patterns, from the 
number of interventions to the targets and the nature of those interventions.

Figure I.1 compares US military interventions captured by MIP and MID 
across all eras.32 Our data set contains a total of 392 cases of US military in-
tervention from 1776 until 2019 that have been confirmed by case study 
analysis and at least three scholarly sources. This number does not include 
the Frontier Wars or drone warfare universes. In this process, MIP removed 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404665106 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



16 Dying by the Sword

178 uncertain cases that were found in other existing data sets but could not 
be confirmed as a US military intervention by our in- depth case study anal-
ysis (our complete case study narratives are available upon request). MID 
contained 134 of these removed cases, but 52 of them were already correctly 
marked by MID as characterized by zero US hostility, meaning that the 
United States did not respond to another country’s military usage of force 
toward them. Therefore only 82 MID cases were removed from MIP due to 
the inability to confirm a US threat of force, display of force, or usage of force. 
In other words, out of the 268 total MID cases of US intervention with some 
level of hostility, MIP was only able to confirm 186 of them. Even with its 
many removed cases, MIP contains about 200 more cases of intervention 
than MID.

It also becomes immediately evident that MID reports most of its 
interventions for the Cold War period and underreports for all other periods, 
relative to MIP. Both data sets report the Cold War era (1946– 1989) as the 
most militaristically active for the United States, with the 1868– 1917 era fol-
lowing close behind. But MID and MIP disagree beyond these rankings. MIP 
reveals the post- 9/ 11 era, running from 2001 to 2019, to be the third most 

1776–1864
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1865–1917 1918–1945 1946–1989 1990–2000 2001–2019 Total

MIP MID

Figure I.1. MIP- MID Comparative Graph of US Interventions by Era, 
1776– 2019
Citation: The Militarized Intrastate Disputes (MID) codebook and data set are found here: Glenn 
Palmer, Vito D'Orazio, Michael Kenwick, and Matthew Lane, “The Mid4 Dataset, 2002– 
2010: Procedures, Coding Rules and Description,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 32 
(2015): 222– 242; Zeev Maoz, Paul L. Johnson, Jasper Kaplan, Fiona Ogunkoya, and Aaron Shreve, 
“The Dyadic Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs) Dataset Version 3.0: Logic, Characteristics, and 
Comparisons to Alternative Datasets,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, (2018), doi: http:// journ als.
sage pub.com/ doi/ full/ 10.1177/ 00220 0271 8784 158.
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Introduction 17

active for US interventions. MID patterns prompt the opposite conclusion, 
with the United States seemingly decreasing its frequency of interventions 
from 1990 onward. Overall, however, MIP offers many more cases to the 
universe of US military interventions, which allows it to capture cycles of 
US interventions that have gradually increased in frequency across time, es-
pecially in the 1980s and beyond. MID, on the other hand, reveals no such 
drastic cyclical patterns over time.

In addition, MID reports more US interventions against European 
state targets relative to other regions of the world, as shown in Figure I.2. 
According to MIP, the United States has undertaken 34 percent of its 
interventions against countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, 23 per-
cent in East Asia and Pacific, 14 percent in the Middle East and North Africa, 
and only 13 percent in Europe and Central Asia. Moreover, while MIP shows 
that over 9 percent of US interventions have occurred in Sub- Saharan Africa, 
MID barely registers any activity within these target regions. In other words, 

0 20 40 60
Intervention Frequency

MIP MID

East Asia & Pacific

Europe & Central Asia

Latin America & Caribbean

Middle East & North Africa

North America

South Asia

Sub-Saharan Africa

80 100 120 140

Figure I.2. MIP- MID Comparative Graph of US Interventions by Region, 
1776– 2019
Citation: The Militarized Intrastate Disputes (MID) codebook and data set are found here: Glenn 
Palmer, Vito D’Orazio, Michael Kenwick, and Matthew Lane, “The Mid4 Dataset, 2002– 
2010: Procedures, Coding Rules and Description,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 32 
(2015): 222– 242; Zeev Maoz, Paul L. Johnson, Jasper Kaplan, Fiona Ogunkoya, and Aaron Shreve, 
“The Dyadic Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs) Dataset Version 3.0: Logic, Characteristics, 
and Comparisons to Alternative Datasets,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, (2018). doi: http:// journ 
als.sage pub.com/ doi/ full/ 10.1177/ 00220 0271 8784 158. The Military Intervention Project (MID) 
introductory article, dataset, and codebook are found here: Sidita Kushi and Monica Duffy Toft, 
“Introducing the Military Intervention Project Dataset on US Military Interventions, 1776– 2019,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution (2022). doi: 10.1177/ 00220027221117546.
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18 Dying by the Sword

MID does not capture one of the most important regional trends that arose 
in the 1990s and 2000s.

MID’s data set seems to include more European targets of interven-
tion, which corresponds with its Cold War focus. When including the un-
confirmed cases of intervention collected by MID (n =  82), we see an even 
stronger focus on interventions against countries in Europe and Central Asia 
and countries in Latin America.

Following MID’s example, MIP also rates the United States’ intervention 
on a scale from 1 to 5, from the lowest level of (1) no militarized action to 
(2) the threat of force, (3) display of force, (4) use of force, and, finally, (5) war. 
As shown in Figure I.3, MIP illustrates a far higher number of instances in 
which the United States relied on the use of force than MID— over two times 
more often. Within MIP, almost half of the coded US military interventions 
included the direct usage of force abroad (41 percent of the cases), and over 
half of them (52 percent) have included displays of force.

These brief comparisons across time, region, and hostility levels between 
our new data set and the most comprehensive existing data set on US mil-
itary interventions, reveal discrepancies in historical patterns of US inter-
vention, ones that hold essential policy implications. By applying our MIP 
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Figure I.3. MIP- MID Comparative Graph of High Hostility Levels, 1776– 2019
Citation: The Militarized Intrastate Disputes (MID) codebook and data set are found here: Glenn 
Palmer, Vito D'Orazio, Michael Kenwick, and Matthew Lane, “The Mid4 Dataset, 2002– 
2010: Procedures, Coding Rules and Description,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 32 
(2015): 222– 242; Zeev Maoz, Paul L. Johnson, Jasper Kaplan, Fiona Ogunkoya, and Aaron Shreve, 
“The Dyadic Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs) Dataset Version 3.0: Logic, Characteristics, 
and Comparisons to Alternative Datasets,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, (2018). doi: http:// journ 
als.sage pub.com/ doi/ full/ 10.1177/ 00220 0271 8784 158. The Military Intervention Project (MID) 
introductory article, dataset, and codebook are found here: Sidita Kushi and Monica Duffy Toft, 
“Introducing the Military Intervention Project Dataset on US Military Interventions, 1776– 2019,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution (2022). doi: 10.1177/ 00220027221117546.
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data set, our book presents brand- new empirical, historical, and theoretical 
contributions to the discussion on US military interventionism.

Historical Analysis by Era

But MIP is not the only innovation of this book. While MIP allows us to grasp 
the broader pattern of US interventionism across centuries, our parallel 
historical analysis enables us to trace the progression of pivotal events and 
elite decision- making in the country over key foreign policy issues. In other 
words, the historical case studies can tell the stories behind the numbers, es-
pecially the ones of great transition from one trend to another, of ideas and 
motivations that guided the leadership at the time, and of cultural or his-
torical events that shifted the tides. We rely on our collection of almost 400 
case studies of US military intervention to begin this journey, supplementing 
it with historiography, archival evidence, and other primary sources. Each 
chapter traces several key historical events and the military, economic, and 
diplomatic reactions to these events across each distinct era, often through 
the eyes of prominent statesmen and policymakers.

The Landscape of US Military Intervention

Overall, our MIP data and case analysis reveal the United States increased 
its use of armed force abroad since the end of World War II, throughout the 
Cold War, and continuing into the post- 9/ 11 era. This is shown in Figure I.4.

From the 1970s to the 1980s, the number of new US interventions doubled 
and continued to rise until 2010. However, what is striking is that although 
the 2010– 2019 decade indicates a decline in the number of new interventions, 
this figure does not account for interventions that continued— the long 
wars— that began earlier, including Afghanistan and Iraq.

Over these periods, the United States grew to prefer the direct use of force 
over threats or displays of force, increasing its hostility levels while its target 
states decreased theirs in response. Along the way, the regions of interest 
changed as well. Furthermore, Defense Department spending has substan-
tively outpaced expenditures by the State Department. For instance, even 
at its highest, Department of State (DOS) outlays are about 5 percent of 
Department of Defense (DOD) total outlays.
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20 Dying by the Sword

Figure I.5 shows that US interventions have taken a cyclical pattern over 
time, increasing with each cycle. According to this time- series view, the 
United States’ last year without a new military intervention was in 1974. 
Prior to that, it was 1952.

Regional trends shifted over the years too. Up until World War II, 
the United States frequently intervened in Latin America and Europe, 
which stills account for nearly 50 percent of total US interventions as per 
Figure I.6.
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Figure I.4. US Military Interventions by Decade, 1940– 2019
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Beginning in the 1950s and increasing by the 1980s, the United States 
moved into the Middle East and North America (MENA), and by the 1990s, 
it doubled down on MENA and directed its focus to Sub- Saharan Africa and 
South Asia as well. More recent US interventions are increasingly targeting 
the MENA region and Sub- Saharan Africa, especially in the post– Cold War 
era. In a short amount of time, these interventions now make up almost a 
quarter of total US military interventions across the centuries (Figure I.6). 
Figure I.7 further showcases this regional shift across the eras. The regional 
expansion of the usage of force parallels America’s rise from a regional 
hegemon to a global hegemon.

Figures I.8 and I.9 further refine these patterns by distinguishing between 
hostility levels during US interventions.33 Figure I.8 shows that the United 
States generally preferred displays of force and usage of force over the threat 
of force and interstate war. However, this pattern does not hold across all 
periods, as shown in Figure I.9.

Figure I.9 reveals the usage of force has grown as a proportion of all 
interventions across the eras. Interestingly, the post- 9/ 11 era, running from 
2001 to 2019, appears to be the third- most active for US interventions of rel-
atively higher hostility levels. In this era, threats of force are absent, while 
instances of the active use of force are overwhelmingly commonplace. Since 
2000 alone, the United States engaged in thirty interventions at level 4 or 
5. Arguably, the post– Cold War era produced fewer great power conflicts and 
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22 Dying by the Sword

instances in which to defend vital US interests, yet US military interventions 
continue at high rates and higher hostilities. Thus, this militaristic pattern 
persists during a time of relative peace, one of arguably fewer direct threats to 
the US homeland and security.
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Figure I.10 graphs the rate of US military interventions across these same 
eras. Since each era consists of a different number of years, we see the in-
crease in US military interventions more clearly by calculating the rate of 
intervention by year within each era.

Between 1776 and the end of World War II, the United States intervened 
about once a year. During the Cold War, the United States intervened at a 
much higher rate per year, but it wasn’t until the end of the Cold War that the 
United States substantially increased its rate of intervention to 4.6 per year.
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The pattern of increased US hostilities becomes more evident when we 
compare the highest levels of military hostility by the United States to the 
target state in a conflict year. In Figure I.11, we graph comparative hostilities 
between the United States and State B through the measurement of the 
highest military action taken by each side during the year of the dispute, a 
category that breaks down the more general hostility levels we introduced 
above.34

The measure of 1 equates to no military action, while 14 (the highest 
in the graph of era averages but not in the full sample of interventions) 
denotes a border violation by the US usage of force. In between, the 
measure 7 represents a show of troops, 9 a show of ships, 10 denotes an 
alert show of force, and 12 denotes a military mobilization in the show 
of force broader category. Higher military actions such as clashes (18), 
raids (19), and interstate wars (23) exist across the spectrum of US 
interventions as future chapters reveal, but they are not average measures 
across the eras.
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While target states dramatically decreased their levels of hostility after 
the Cold War related to disputes with the United States, the United States 
escalated hostilities well into the post– Cold War era. Figure I.11 thus reveals 
a widening gap of military actions between the United States and State B, es-
pecially since 2000.

MIP also measures national interest- related factors from 1776 to 2019. 
Figure I.12 uses the same US intervention frequencies from above as a back-
drop for the measurement of US national interests across the eras. We apply a 
National Interests Index that adds up separate measures on contiguity, colo-
nial history, alliances, and natural resources.35

The United States involved itself in military conflicts with high national 
interests until the 1860s, usually fought to preserve the new nation and ex-
pand its domestic territory and sphere of influence. National interests dipped 
in the next eras during the time of the Banana Wars and Mexican Revolution, 
but then spiked during the Cold War alongside intervention frequency. In the 
post– Cold War, the United States intervened in pursuit of less vital national 
interests as US geopolitical rivalries and vital threats to homeland security 
faded. Thus, the post– Cold War era saw the United States wield its military 
might toward more missions of democratization, human rights enforcement 
through humanitarian interventions, and third- party interventions in in-
ternal domestic crises across the world.

Unfortunately, this means that the United States experienced higher inter-
vention rates even when lower levels of national interest were at stake. These 
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26 Dying by the Sword

patterns do not bode well for aspirations toward a prudent, rational, and 
optimized foreign policy and doctrine on the usage of force. It also counts as 
a serious criticism of US global leadership; which suffers from increasingly 
easy claims of US foreign policy double- standards and hypocrisy. Moreover, 
it might explain why increasingly, the rest of the world sees the United States 
as a threat.36

The militarization of US foreign policy is also seen in the patterns of 
Department of Defense (DOD) outlays relative to the Department of State 
(DOS) and intervention frequencies across the years in Figure I.13.

These figures show that the proportion of DOD outlays and 
interventions have increased dramatically since 2001, with slightly lower 
DOD outlays beginning in 2013. DOS outlays on their own have also 
increased, yet DOS spending, even at its peak, remains only 5.5 percent 
of total DOD spending. Further, while US military expenditures experi-
ence cycles of growth and waning, their exponential rise in the post– Cold 
War, especially in the early 2000s, is swift, severe, and the highest level of 
expenditures yet for the country, despite the lack of an existential security 
threat.

In the chapters to come, we will break down these trends and contextu-
alize them using an array of primary sources and historical analysis.

1960

D
O

S 
O

ut
la

ys
 a

s %
 o

f D
O

D

0
1

2

3

4

5

1 8
Number of Interventions

D
O

S 
O

ut
la

ys
 [M

ill
io

ns
 o

f $
]

100K
200K
300K
400K
500K
600K
700K

1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996
Start Year

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020

Figure I.13. DOD and DOS Outlays related to Interventions, 1960– 2019
Citation: Office of Management and Budget. Historical Tables. https:// www.whi teho use.gov/ omb/ his 
tori cal- tab les.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404665106 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



Introduction 27

Chapter Overview

The chapters that follow focus on distinct eras of US foreign policy. We cat-
egorize eras by significant historical and geopolitical events that shaped US 
military aspirations and capabilities.

The period of 1776 to 1864 sees the United States rise above its colonial de-
pendency and isolationist beginnings to become a regional power, expanding 
its territory through the bloody Frontier Wars and land purchases, warding 
off European ambitions in the Western hemisphere through the Monroe 
Doctrine, and surviving the Civil War. Next, 1865 to 1917 denotes the pre– 
World War I era, with the United States transforming into an imperialist 
power in Latin America and protecting its commercial interests abroad, such 
as through the open- door policy in China. The era of 1918 to 1945 marks the 
post– World War I through World War II period, as the United States emerges 
from the Great Depression and political isolation to come to the defense of 
its European allies. The post– World War II Cold War era from 1946 to 1989 
marks the height of US military, political, economic, and cultural power as it 
balances against its Soviet rival.

As the victor of the Cold War, the United States experiences its “unipolar 
moment” from 1990 to 2000, marked by the pre- 9/ 11 foreign policy priorities 
of liberal leadership through humanitarian military interventions, democra-
tization, and free trade. Finally, the period from 2001 to the present is defined 
by the Global War on Terror and the rise of kinetic diplomacy.

Chapter 1. America the Expander, 1776– 1864

Until the War of 1812, the United States was a weak, isolated actor, with 
little presence on the international stage as it struggled for legitimacy and 
respect among traditional European powers. The United States undertook 
very few military interventions in the form of colonial proxy wars within 
North America against its European rivals and engaged in some more distant 
skirmishes such as the Barbary Wars.

But between 1813 and 1864, America’s objectives changed to conquering 
the Great Frontier. Much of its foreign policy consisted of waging the frontier 
wars against over 100 different North American Indian nations. Throughout 
this period, the United States grew in military and economic power but con-
fined its power projections within its continental- wide neighborhood, with 
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some key exceptions in the Pacific. Yet the United States was far from an iso-
lationist power.

Chapter 2. America the Western Hegemon, 1864– 1917

By this era, the United States had solidified and enlarged its statehood, ex-
panded its power within North America, enforced its sphere of influence 
in Latin America, and even defended itself against North African Barbary 
pirates. As it neared the completion of its forceful Manifest Destiny from the 
East to the West of the continent, the United States battled over 100 Native 
American nations for territorial conquest and displaced and killed an as-
tounding number of people during these Frontier Wars.

In the aftermath of this internal colonization in the late 1800s and early 
1900s— experienced by indigenous Americans more as a genocide— 
the United States vied for regional power within its neighborhood, now 
extending fully to Latin America and the Caribbean, and several islands in 
the South Pacific. We trace how the once imperialized United States becomes 
the imperialist, highlighting key events including the Spanish- American 
War, Mexican Revolution, Banana Wars, and the Philippine- American War. 
The United States expanded its sphere of influence beyond its neighborhood 
and reaches the heights of regional hegemony as it progressed through the 
late 1800s and into the 1900s. Thus, in this pre– World War I era, the United 
States was as a growing imperialist power across Latin America and the 
Pacific, while restraining European powers from economic and political 
gains in the continent.

Chapter 3. America the Hesitant Helper, 1918– 1941

Judging by the momentum of the previous era, we would expect the United 
States to increase its international involvement into the next era by expanding 
its imperialist ambitions beyond Latin America and generally making its 
mark in more strident ways internationally. That was not America’s path be-
tween the two world wars. Instead, this chapter highlights stark reversals in 
US foreign policy in the pre– World War II era, moving from its previously 
imperialist ambitions to isolationist tendencies, and then finally to becoming 
a hesitant helper of its European allies. America’s isolationist streak arose 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404665106 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



Introduction 29

from dire domestic economic conditions, which then spread like wildfire 
across the Atlantic. American political and economic isolationism fanned 
the flames of rising fascist movements around the world, which ultimately 
dragged a reluctant United States from its political hibernation.

This era concluded with the United States extending its tools of war, 
trade, and diplomacy far beyond its neighborhood to punish Monarchist 
Germany in World War I; and to rescue China and Europe to end a second 
world conflagration in World War II; a conflagration marked by mass 
murder and rape against civilians in Poland, the Balkans, the Soviet Union, 
Korea, and China. Across the western world, this era propelled the isola-
tionist United States from that of an emergency ally to that of an often- 
benign great power, ready to act on the world stage. Key historical events 
and issues included interventions in Central America and the Far East, 
the global economic crisis, isolationism, and the rise of fascism, as well as 
World War II.

Chapter 4. America the “Leader of the Free World,” 
1946– 1989

The United States emerged from World War II as a hero to its European 
allies and as a superpower, generally unharmed by the devastation of the 
war. In fact, World War II emboldened US industrial production, mili-
tary advancements, and the promotion of American values, beliefs, and 
institutions worldwide. The Cold War era featured the United States as one of 
two superpowers in a new bipolar world order.

During this time, the United States’ greatest objective was to deter Soviet 
expansion, whether it be territorial, militaristic, economic, or ideological. 
Foreign policy specialists and leaders came to a shaky consensus on how to 
deal with the Soviet threat: containment, which demanded high diplomatic 
engagement alongside selective military involvement. As political elites 
broadened interpretations of the strategy of containment, another policy al-
ternate lingered in the background, rollback. The persistent proponents of 
rollback pushed for greater US militaristic commitment to completely “roll 
back” new Soviet territorial gains in Europe and political influence around 
the globe. While muted for part of the Cold War, the rollback camp never 
disappeared. Its proponents pushed the policy of containment toward more 
belligerent ends and shaped pivotal US foreign policy decisions in the future.
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Despite its aggressive rivalry with the Soviet Union, the United States was 
still perceived as a strategic and restrained actor on the world stage, standing 
for the sought- after principles of democracy, human rights, and market free-
doms. Major historical events during the Cold War included the occupation 
of Europe and Japan, Chinese civil war, Korean War, interventions and coups 
against leftist governments in Latin America, the Vietnam War, détente, the 
oil crisis, Afghanistan operations, and more.

Chapter 5. America the Unipolar Hegemon, 1990– 2000

As the victor of the Cold War, the United States emerged as the liberal world 
hegemon and unipolar power in the 1990s. But the United States also lost its 
sense of purpose with the fall of the Soviet Union, as it was no longer driven 
by a clear rivalry and acute security challenges. The post– Cold War era re-
quired a reorientation of US grand strategy and the identification of new and 
less threatening national interests to pursue, which proved challenging.

The United States pursued self- proclaimed good intentions (albeit se-
lectively applied and often disastrous) like democratization, human rights 
promotion, and free- market expansion, as seen in its humanitarian military 
interventions, regime change efforts, multilateral missions, and free trade 
deals. Despite its increasing influence and power in this era, the United States 
continued to rely on diplomacy and trade as pillars of its foreign policy, on 
top of its multilateral militarism.

The George H. W. Bush administration dealt with the collapse of the Soviet 
Union effectively and supported Germany’s reunification afterward in 1990. 
America’s first big military intervention in the 1990s, the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein during the Gulf War of 1990– 1991, was a success and denoted the 
zenith of America’s military power and influence. Unfortunately, despite its 
pinnacle of power and international respect garnered during this time, US 
leadership floundered in identifying a new coherent grand strategy in the 
post– Cold War era and applying it consistently and effectively across political 
crises, including the interventions in the Middle East, humanitarian responses 
(or lack thereof) in Somalia, Haiti, and Rwanda, and the Balkan interventions.

In a sense, US grand strategy became the victim of the corollary of 
Weinberger and Powell Doctrine: if military intervention was only legitimate 
against other states capable of directly harming the United States, that only 
made the world safe for dictators and mass murderers, ranging from Pol Pot 
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in Cambodia, to Rwanda’s Interhamwe, to Serbia’s Slobodan Milosevic in the 
Balkans. As Richard Falk, a US foreign policy practitioner, put it, the United 
States in this period faced a painful dilemma: standing idly by was intolerable, 
yet a permanent victory via military intervention remained impossible.37

Chapter 6. America the Unleashed, 2001– present

The post- 9/ 11 era ushered the most significant US foreign policy reorientation 
from “diplomacy first, and force as a last resort,” to “military force first.” This 
period saw the rise of its defense budget and special operations and the waning 
of State Department funds, influence, and diplomatic capacity— a hallmark of 
kinetic diplomacy. The September 2002 National Security Strategy formalized 
the “Bush Doctrine,” considering terrorists as hostile states, particularly fearing 
that Islamist movements could one day get their hands on nuclear weapons.38 
Due to such threat perceptions, the Bush Doctrine also pushed preventative 
wars and unilateral practices of rampant militarism.39

During this era, the United States overestimated the capabilities of its 
military superiority, disregarding other tools of statecraft. This often meant 
that the United States embarked on military missions that garnered early 
successes but then failed to consolidate effective post- war strategies and gain 
local and ally support. This chapter also includes a section tracking the evo-
lution of US military technology such as drone warfare.

Chapter 7. Conclusion

The last chapter traces the path toward kinetic diplomacy and evaluates 
trends and implications for the future of US power, prosperity, and inter-
national security. It summarizes the empirical and historical journey and 
provides a list of policy and theoretical recommendations for the future.

* * *
The next chapter begins our journey into US foreign policy and the use of 
force with the beginnings of the nation itself. The United States emerged as 
a new state with little ambition and few resources. It was a critical period for 
the country as it began its westward movement and sought to establish itself 
economically, diplomatically, and militarily.
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Introduction Appendix

Table AI.1 Top Ten US Military Interventions with the Most Troops Deployed, 
1776– 2019

Intervention Start Year US Troops Deployed

World War II 1941 16,000,000
World War I 1917 4,700,000
Vietnam War 1964 2,594,000
Korean War 1950 1,789,000
Operation Desert Storm 1991 532,000
War of 1812 1812 468,000
Spanish- American War 1898 290,000
NPT Threats (North Korea) 1993 200,000
Operation Iraqi Freedom 2003 170,000
Berlin Crisis 1961 148,000
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1
America the Expander

The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from 
those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than 
ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What 
redeems it is the idea only.

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

The United States started as an agricultural nation of thirteen colonies and 
2.4 million people. Yet the 1860 census revealed the population stood at over 
31 million— of which nearly four million were slaves— in thirty- three states 
and ten organized territories.1 This early expansion, both in population and 
territory occurred partially via repeated military operations waged against 
American Indian foreign nations and many “filibuster”2 military actions 
within Latin America, all while the young country attempted to evade in-
volvement in Old World politics. The United States’ early expansionism was 
driven by the powerful ideology of Manifest Destiny as well as domestic 
interests in maintaining the corrosive institution of slavery. By the American 
Civil War, the United States was quickly moving toward industrialization, 
which allowed the North to triumph over the South.

This chapter traces the beginnings of the United States as a sovereign state 
from 1776 to 1864. Until the War of 1812, the United States was a relatively 
weak, actor, with little presence on the international stage. It still struggled 
for legitimacy and respect with European great powers. The United States un-
dertook few military interventions in the form of colonial proxy wars within 
North America against its European rivals and naval battles against quarrel-
some pirates. Instead of military might, the United States initially relied more 
on threats and shows of force as well as diplomatic strategies to guard its new 
sovereignty and interests. The sword remain sheathed.
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This changed after the War of 1812. From 1813 to 1864, US objectives 
changed to that of conquering the Great Frontier. Hence, much of its for-
eign policy consisted of waging asymmetrical Frontier Wars against over 
100 different indigenous North American Indian nations. Legally, the US 
Constitution empowered Congress to “regulate commerce with foreign na-
tions, and among the several States, and with the Indian tribes,” making the 
wars against American Indian nations the overwhelming legacy of US for-
eign policy in its first era of existence.3 Throughout this period, the United 
States grew in military and economic power, concentrating first on the con-
tinent and then across the Western hemisphere. Thus, by the end of this first 
era, the United States had moved speedily away from its isolationist foreign 
policy beginnings.4

The first section of the chapter offers a historical synthesis of the United 
States’ first grand strategy. It also highlights the centrality of the Frontier Wars 
as part of the country’s expansionist foreign policy. The second part examines 
the nation’s earliest militarism and foreign policymaking outside of the con-
tinent. Part three delves into the grand strategy of US expansionism outside 
of the continent until 1864, while part four relays key historical events from 
1812 to 1864 that helped to shape US foreign policy into the next era. The last 
part of the chapter analyzes America’s journey from a weak, relatively iso-
lated power to a regional player in the international system.

America’s Beginnings and the Frontier Wars

America’s First Grand Strategy, 1776– 1812

“For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all 
people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work 
we have undertaken . . . we shall be made a story and a by- word through 
the world.”5 As echoed by Puritan leader John Winthrop’s words from 1630, 
America has always seen its journey as exceptional and sought to become 
an inspiring exemplar for the rest of the world to praise and emulate. Yet the 
history of US grand strategy and foreign policy reveals a duality: from its 
earliest days, America has been a crusader and a conqueror. As Robert Kagan 
writes, “That self- image, with its yearning for some imagined lost innocence, 
hardly matches the record of our behavior stretching back to the nation’s 
founding. We should recall that our ‘city upon a hill’ was an expansionist 
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power from the moment the first pilgrim set foot on the continent and that it 
never stopped expanding, territorially, commercially, culturally, and geopo-
litically over the next four centuries.”6 In other words, the US impulse toward 
expansion via military might is not unique to the modern era, but this ex-
pansionist impulse has been moderated to varying degrees across the eras by 
power and economic limitations as well as other tools of foreign policy. The 
United States’ diplomatic engagements during this early era, in lieu of direct 
warfare in many cases, bought the country the time to grow, strengthen, and 
ultimately rival and outmatch the power of its European competitors.

In its first century, while the United States sought to isolate itself from 
European politics, it still wanted to aggressively expand within North 
America. When the thirteen colonies announced their freedom from British 
rule in the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776, the new country’s 
first grand strategy focused on two objectives: realizing its independence 
from Britain and expanding its territory across the continent. Both objectives 
required the use of diplomacy and force. For the first objective, the colonies 
fought the Revolutionary War against the British crown, finally achieving 
independence in 1783. While the Americans needed to enlist France’s help 
during the war, they were careful to steer clear of French- British rivalry 
through shrewd diplomacy.

Henry Kissinger argued, “Since no European country was capable of 
posing an actual threat so long as it had to contend with rivals, the Founding 
Fathers showed themselves quite ready to manipulate the despised balance 
of power when it suited their needs.”7 During this time, a slew of conflicts 
in Europe between France, Britain, and Spain prompted President George 
Washington to declare American neutrality. Several diplomatic negotiations 
resulting in the Jay Treaty with Britain (1794) and the Pinckney Treaty with 
Spain (1795) successfully preserved the country’s neutrality and allowed it 
time to mature, consolidate, and strengthen itself for the future.

In the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, the United States had sev-
eral unresolved disputes with Britain. Among them were contentions over 
unfair tariffs, restrictions on maritime trade, and the British occupation of 
northern forts that they had agreed to vacate.8 These latent tensions reached 
a boiling point as the French Revolution started, sparking a war between 
France and Britain in 1793. US political elites were divided on which side 
to support. Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson supported the French, while 
Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton supported Britain. In the end, 
President Washington sent Chief Justice John Jay to negotiate a peace treaty 
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with Britain to avoid another war and to increase trade between the two 
countries. But Jay lacked leverage. His only bargaining chip was the threat 
to remain neutral and defend against seizures of goods with military force.9 
Unfortunately, Hamilton lost even this leverage when he independently 
contacted Britain and assured them the United States would not maintain a 
neutral status. This failure to present a united front cost the United States sig-
nificantly during negotiations.

With this unfavorable starting position, the United States was unable to 
demand much from the British. Britain agreed to withdraw from their posts 
in northwestern America as well as to a new commercial treaty between the 
two countries.10 The consequences of the Jay Treaty went beyond those few 
concessions, however. France came to resent the treaty, seeing it as a betrayal 
of the United States’ trade deal with France, which would ultimately devolve 
into an undeclared war.11 Moreover, the Jay Treaty left several issues un-
resolved with Britain that spilled over into the War of 1812. Domestically, 
the agreement was met with outrage and criticism from the public and 
Jeffersonian politicians alike.12 Despite such long- term consequences, how-
ever, this act of diplomacy prevented a war with Britain at a time when the 
United States was vulnerable, and most importantly, it afforded the United 
States more time to unite domestically and build up its strength.

Shortly after, in 1795, US foreign policy elites embarked upon a similar, 
albeit more successful diplomatic effort with Spain, negotiating the Treaty 
of San Lorenzo— also known as Pinckney’s Treaty. Spurred by its faltering 
position, the need to end the war against the French, and the fear of a pos-
sible US- British alliance in the aftermath of Jay’s negotiations, Spain finally 
came to the negotiating table. The United States occupied a dominant po-
sition in these negotiations, and it was able to reject Spain’s demands of a 
US- Spanish alliance and push for the removal of duties on trade while still 
gaining all desired concessions from Spain. The final treaty resolved terri-
torial disputes between the two countries and gave US ships the right to free 
navigation of the Mississippi River and duty- free transport through the port 
of New Orleans, both of which were still under Spanish control.13 Perhaps 
more important for the future, the treaty further encouraged US westward 
expansionism and the fulfillment of Manifest Destiny, or the belief in a God- 
given right of white US citizens to expand their power across the continent.

As Washington uttered in his farewell address in 1796, his young 
country was determined to avoid permanent alliances and minimize po-
litical connections with other countries.14 Thus, the United States relied 
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on selective military force alongside diplomacy and economic statecraft to 
advance American territorial expansion. A range of treaties after 1794 re-
solved the border issues with Canada and Florida in the United States’ favor, 
bolstered American trade by opening the Mississippi River, and established 
American commercial influence in the British West Indies.15

Still, diplomatic statecraft could not prevent the United States from falling 
into conflict with the Old World for long. Just before the turn of the nine-
teenth century, the young American Republic engaged in its first major 
conflict since the Revolutionary War. The 1798– 1800 Quasi- War was an un-
declared war waged with Revolutionary France, making it the second longest 
war of the era at 1,260 cumulative days. Often referred to as America’s first 
limited war, the Quasi- War was almost exclusively fought on the high seas, 
in the Gulf of Mexico, and off the Eastern Coast of the United States by naval 
and privateer forces on both sides.16

Following the execution of Maximilien Robespierre during the height 
of the French Revolution, the Directory— the ruling body of the French 
state at the time— declared war on Great Britain, Austria, Prussia, and the 
Netherlands, all monarchal empires. In response to the French declaration 
of war, the British seized islands in the Caribbean under French control. 
Livid, the Directory protested to the Americans that they were obligated 
under the 1778 Treaty of Alliance to help defend French holdings in the 
Caribbean. In addition to American inaction in the Caribbean, the French 
were also incensed at American policy toward the British outlined by 
the Jay Treaty, especially regarding British privateers’ exclusive rights to 
American ports, a right that was previously granted exclusively to France. 
The Jay Treaty prevented the United States from trading war material with 
Britain’s adversaries, which now included Revolutionary France. In re-
sponse to these policies, the French began attacking American merchant 
ships in the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, particularly around the 
island of St. Domingue. The United States was helpless. It did not have an 
official Navy and relied on a shabby set of revenue cutters to defend against 
French aggression.17

Hoping to avoid war, President Adams dispatched a team to France to 
negotiate peace. But the French rebuked America’s diplomatic gesture, de-
manding the United States provide the Directory with money, loans, and an 
apology. When the Americans refused and attempted to leave, the XYZ Affair 
ensued. The Directory threatened that if the Americans departed France, 
the French Navy would begin an unconditional war against US merchants. 
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Unwilling to take such a chance, the American delegation left Eldridge Gerry 
behind. In hindsight, however, it likely would have backfired on the French if 
they followed through on the threat, as it would have drawn the United States 
and Great Britain closer together.18

As the situation with France became more fraught and with diplomacy no 
longer an option, Congress suspended all political ties, trade, and diplomatic 
exchanges with the revolutionary state. Then it passed “An Act to Further 
Protect the Commerce of the United States” in July 1798, officially beginning 
the Quasi- War. This legislation allowed American merchants and warships 
of the nascent Navy to seize armed French ships anywhere in the world to 
protect American commerce.19 Despite France’s aggression, Congress opted 
against a formal declaration of war, instead choosing to steer the United 
States into a gray area of conflict. More importantly for American military 
lore, the most well- known land battle at Puerto Plata Harbor (Dominican 
Republic) represents the first deployment of US Marines on foreign soil.20

Following several coups against the Directory, Napoleon Bonaparte 
ascended to the French throne. The Adams administration, acting against 
hawkish Senators led by Alexander Hamilton, negotiated with the Napoleon 
court to bring an end to the war. Following the hard- won peace in 1800, 
the Franco- American alliance was officially severed.21 Additionally, at the 
war’s end, the United States chose not to disband its Navy as it had done fol-
lowing the American Revolution. The conclusion of the Quasi- War thus saw 
the establishment of the United States’ first peacetime Navy, which further 
distanced the United States from its isolationist beginnings.22

Expanding the Frontier

The early 1800s saw the United States strengthen its military power and use 
it alongside diplomatic carrots and sticks for both defense and territorial ex-
pansion across the great frontier. The crown jewel of early American dip-
lomatic expansionism was President Thomas Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase 
of 1803, “which brought to the young country a huge, undefined territory 
west of the Mississippi River from France along with the claims to Spanish 
territory in Florida and Texas— the foundation from which to develop 
into a great power.”23 While Jefferson focused on domestic priorities and 
avoided alliances with foreign powers like previous American presidents, 
the Louisiana Purchase more than doubled the country’s territory and thus 
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its power potential. European powers did nothing to stop the United States 
from growing at the time, as they were distracted by the ongoing Napoleonic 
Wars. In fact, the conflicts raging in Europe boded well for US growth with 
economic pressures compelling the French and Spanish to sell Louisiana and 
Florida territories.

Despite its inward focus, the United States used its growing power for even 
greater territorial expansion through the Frontier Wars and its forays into 
more distant parts of the region. Contrary to its diplomacy- first stance with 
European powers, the United States’ grand strategy in the New World was 
expansionary and militaristic. From 1768 through 1889, the United States 
engaged in “943 actions in twelve separate campaigns and numerous local 
incidents.”24 The American settlers fought several wars with Native Americans 
(American Indians), a pattern that would last for 100 years. Though Native 
American tribes fought on both sides of the Revolutionary War, over 10,000 
Native Americans joined the British forces. The prominent Iroquois Nation 
was destroyed by the war, as its Six Nations tribes supported opposite sides.25

Data on the Frontier Wars, 1776– 1890

The United States devoted much of its military power in the 1800s to waging 
war against American Indian nations and expanding itself westward via mil-
itary interventionism. As Figure 1.1 showcases, while the late 1700s and early 
1800s saw the United States involved in twenty conflicts a year against the 
American Indian nations in the East, by the mid- 1800s the United States was 
up to fifty conflicts a year in the East and the Plains.

The peak of US military engagements occurred in 1865 with the United 
States fighting almost 150 conflicts across the Plains and the West. These 
increases relate to the legacy of Jackson’s Indian Removal Act as well as the 
Western land grabs and Gold Rush after the Mexican War. Thus, the United 
States fought a small portion of American Indian nations in the East from 
1776 until 1815, intensified these fights and expanded into the Plains by 
1850, and then significantly increased military conquest across the Plains 
and the West by the next decade.

Figure 1.2 shows that most of these Frontier Wars occurred in modern- 
day Texas, Arizona, California, and Oregon.

Although most conflicts happened west of the Mississippi, that the East ex-
perienced the highest casualties per conflict, with modern- day Pennsylvania 
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experiencing an average of 403 fatalities per conflict (compared to twenty 
casualties per conflict in Texas). The grave consequences of the Frontier Wars 
therefore resonated across regions and nations, whether in the number of 
conflicts or deaths.

The pervasive racism of identifying Native Americans as “savages,” 
Manifest Destiny, and the aggressive westward expansion exacted horrible 
human casualties on the Native American tribes. Figure 1.3 quantifies the 
devastating human impact of the US Frontier Wars had on over 100 indi-
vidual American Indian nations.

American Indian nations incurred most of the battle casualties during 
the Frontier Wars, with thousands of lives lost. The Creek, Comanche, and 
Santee Sioux suffered the most deaths.

Perhaps no event better captures the mid- nineteenth century shift in US- 
Indian policy or the cost Manifest Destiny than the forced removal of the 
Cherokee Nation from its traditional homeland in 1838 and 1839.26 The 
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Figure 1.1. Frontier Wars across Years and Region, 1776– 1890
Citation: The source for the data on American Indian Wars is from Jeffrey A. Friedman. “Using 
Power Laws to Estimate Conflict Size,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59, no. 7 (2015): 1216–1241. We 
thank him for sharing his full data set with us.
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forced removal of Native Americans and the Frontier Wars displaced indige-
nous populations and amounted to social, cultural, and political destruction. 
James Fenimore Cooper sums up this experience of devastation and erasure 
in The Last of the Mohicans: “My day has been too long. In the morning I saw 
the sons of the Unamis happy and strong; and yet, before the sun has come, 
have I lived to see the last warrior of the wise race of the Mohicans.”27

America’s Expansion Beyond the Continent

Beyond the Frontier Wars, the United States also began to exert some power 
outside of the continent during the early years of its statehood, most clearly 
during its involvement in the Haitian Revolution and the more distant 
Barbary Wars. These stand as notable events during a time of limited regional 
involvement for the United States. Importantly, they showcase the United 

Figure 1.2. Map of Frontier Wars and their Average Recorded Casualties, 
1776– 1890
Citation: Jeffrey A. Friedman. “Using Power Laws to Estimate Conflict Size,” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 59, no. 7 (2015): 1216– 1241.
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States’ rising naval power and some of its first international political conflict 
as an independent country.

Figure 1.3. Frontier Wars by Tribe and Casualties, 1776– 1890
Citation: Jeffrey A. Friedman. “Using Power Laws to Estimate Conflict Size,” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 59, no. 7 (2015): 1216– 1241.
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The Haitian Revolution

As the United States actively fought off hundreds of American Indian 
nationals within the continent, political developments in its backyard 
rendered isolationism unfeasible. The French Caribbean colony Saint- 
Domingue erupted into open revolt in August 1791 as the predominantly 
African slave population sought to achieve the same liberté, égalité, and 
fraternité promised by the French Revolution. The Haitian revolutionaries 
defeated their plantation masters by 1793 but didn’t throw off the yoke of 
European oppression until 1804, by which time they had defeated successive 
British, Spanish, and French interventions.28

The United States wavered on the Haitian Revolution, with some factions 
supporting the revolutionaries and others eager to thwart them. While it 
did not intervene militarily in Haitian affairs, the Washington adminis-
tration provided substantial economic support to white planters, and later 
administrations would pursue policies that seriously handicapped the devel-
opment of the Haitian economy.

George Washington’s administration provided $726,000 over twenty- two 
months in 1792– 1793 to the white planters fighting the Haitian rebels.29 
Washington wrote in a letter to French minister Jean Baptiste de Ternant, 
“The United States are [well- disposed] to render every aid in their power . . . to 
quell the alarming insurrection of Negroes.”30 The threat posed by a suc-
cessful slave revolt in Haiti to the white planter class in the United States 
served to unify staunch opponents like Thomas Jefferson and Alexander 
Hamilton.31 Although difficult to confirm, it is also thought that a few thou-
sand Americans, predominantly merchants and expatriates in Haiti, fought 
alongside the white planter class.32

President John Adams propelled a brief shift in US policy toward Haiti. 
Adams preferred a weak, independent Haiti to one dominated by other 
European powers and found slavery personally distasteful. He was also wor-
ried about Haiti choosing to pursue policies akin to state- sponsored piracy 
instead of formal recognition and trade. Adams sent an envoy to Toussaint 
Louverture and recognized Haiti’s new government early in his adminis-
tration. In the first instance of American military support for another state, 
Adams dispatched the USS Constitution, Boston, Connecticut, General Green, 
and Norfolk to support Louverture against a British- sponsored revolt.33

Haiti’s formally declared independence from France on January 1, 1804, 
marked the first successful revolution since the American Revolution 
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concluded in 1783. Fearful of a slave revolt in the neighborhood and being 
a slave owner himself, President Thomas Jefferson quickly reversed his 
predecessor’s policy by enacting an embargo against Haiti in 1804. Despite 
growing trade links between Haiti and the United States, the embargo lasted 
until 1810 and trade volume did not recover until the 1820s.34

The United States did not formally recognize an independent Haiti until 
1862, decades after formerly antagonistic European powers like England, 
France, and Spain. The United States’ involvement in the Haitian Revolution 
helps elucidate internal American political divisions over slavery, European 
alliances, and colonialism. It also clearly follows a racial pattern of US foreign 
policy, with the United States remaining on an isolationist footing with white 
European states but engaging in a range of disputes with nonwhite nations 
and populations during its early years.

Barbary Wars: Birth of a Navy and Growth 
of American Power

During its first era, the United States also engaged with nonstate actors further 
away from its neighborhood, expanding its militaristic forays into international 
waters. For centuries, the Ottoman Empire and the European nations fought 
over maritime supremacy, especially in the Mediterranean. Both sides dueled 
with conventional navies and “state- sponsored maritime marauders known as 
corsairs,” often mislabeled as pirates who worked independently.35 Arguably 
the most famous corsairs were the ones from the Barbary States (the Ottoman 
Regencies of Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, along with independent Morocco) who 
preyed on weaker Atlantic powers in the Mediterranean, including the United 
States.36 Barbary corsairs harassed and captured merchants and sailors for 
ransom or slavery. European nations, like Great Britain and France, paid tribute 
to the Barbary States for safe passage, seeing the exchange as a win- win situa-
tion: the two powers increased their share of Mediterranean trade and North 
African states did not challenge the superior British or French navies.

After the United States declared independence, its commercial ships 
lost the protection of the British navy against attacks by the North African 
raiders. The United States’ decision to engage with the Barbary corsairs 
marked a larger goal to “establish the United States’s place in the interna-
tional order of the day.”37 Though the wars are not remembered as well as 
other conflicts, they were the first time the United States conducted military 
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operations overseas in a foreign land and they inspired new national pride 
within the United States.38

American engagements with the Barbary privateers differed in their levels 
of aggression and outcomes. For instance, the Algiers’ corsairs were especially 
aggressive. In 1785, Dey Muhammad of Algiers declared war on the United 
States and captured several American ships.39 The financially struggling 
Confederation government at the time could not raise a Navy or offer tribute to 
protect US ships.40 The United States’ disputes with Morocco, on the other hand, 
ended more amicably, and by 1786, Morocco signed a treaty with the United 
States. By 1794, Congress authorized the construction of the first six ships of the 
US Navy in response to the Algerian seizures. In 1795, the United States sent 
diplomats to the African states and settled on a treaty in which the United States 
agreed to pay tribute, freeing eighty- three American sailors as well.41

By the time Thomas Jefferson became president in 1801, America faced an-
other crisis. While the new nation faced economic challenges and struggled 
with heavy debt, its merchant ships suffered attacks from Barbary pirates once 
again, with sailors taken hostage.42 The president attempted to negotiate with 
the Barbary corsairs several times but to no avail. Eventually, Tripoli declared 
war on the United States, citing late payments of tribute, marking the First 
Barbary War, which became the longest lasting war the United States fought 
during the era (1,490 cumulative days).43 Several battles on sea and land 
occurred until the United States won in 1805, occupying Derna. Later in the 
same year, the United States signed a treaty with Tripoli, where the United 
States paid $60,000 in ransom for the imprisoned sailors. The treaty, however, 
did not resolve the issue of corsair raids, which lead to the Second Barbary War.

In 1812, Algiers declared war on the United States and captured American 
ships as part of an agreement with the British. Once the War of 1812 
ended, Congress, as requested by President Madison, authorized the use of 
force against Algiers in March 1815. After a series of US victories, Algiers 
surrendered, and the subsequent treaty called for the release of all captives, 
the end of tributes, and guaranteed shipping rights in the Mediterranean.

With the conclusion of the Second Barbary War, the United States had ex-
panded its influence and commercial interests in the Mediterranean. It had 
also taken its first step as a military power on the sea by establishing its nas-
cent Navy. These wars marked the first encounter the United States had with 
Muslim nations.
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Data on Expansion beyond the Continent

Until the early 1800s, most US military interventions occurred within North 
America itself. The revolution in Haiti and the Barbary Wars provided early 
indications for how the United States might engage beyond the continent.

These early interventions were in the form of small proxy wars against 
European colonial ambitions, including battles against the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Spain, France, and Russia, to secure 
territories within modern- day Florida, Oregon, New Mexico, among others. 
The United States also undertook battles in Latin America and the Caribbean 
against European powers and often in support of white colonists, as in the 
case of Haiti, where the United States sought to consolidate control beyond 
its immediate territory.

Driven by the Monroe Doctrine and enabled by European distraction, by 
the 1830s the United States focused much of its military might against Latin 
American nations, particularly Mexico and Nicaragua, and even some dis-
tant targets in East Asia, such as China and Japan. By 1864, not only had the 
United States dramatically increased the frequency of military interventions, 
but it had also expanded its military influence, moving beyond its North 
American neighborhood and into Latin America, Asia, and Europe. It is 
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Figure 1.4. US Interventions by Region, 1776– 1864
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important to note, however, that even at the end of this era of expansion, the 
United States primarily targeted the Americas.

Indeed, as Figure 1.4 summarizes, out of the sixty- four US military 
interventions between 1776 and 1864, almost half of them targeted Latin 
America and the Caribbean, while almost 16 percent of them targeted North 
America.

More surprising is that approximately 19 percent of the interventions 
targeted East Asia and the Pacific. In other words, by the end of the era, the 
United States moved from a position of extreme vulnerability to that of a re-
gional power and growing global power, starting to expand its militaristic 
forays into the Middle Eastern and North Africa as well as the Pacific. Still, it 
had yet to reach any significant semblance of international influence by mil-
itary might.

Figure 1.5 shows the relationship between US interventions and conti-
guity from 1776 to 1864. We define direct contiguity by the same standards 
as the Correlates of War (COW) using both land and water borders.44 The 
graph only focuses on whether the United States and State B possess direct 
contiguity, not the degrees of the contiguity.

Until 1825, the United States used the vast majority of its military tools 
against its direct neighborhood. But since the 1840s, the United States and 
its targets have rarely been contiguous, denoting the next phase of US ex-
pansion beyond neighboring territory and indicating a shift in its capacity to 
project power.
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By the 1850s, each spike in military interventionism was often followed 
by periods of deep economic recession.45 While the causality of the relation-
ship between interventions and economic downturn is not clear, there was a 
clear economic motivation behind most of the United States’ early military 
interventions when measuring US objectives for intervention. As Figure 1.6 
shows, almost 70 percent of the United States’ military interventions during 
this era contained economic objectives (objectives are not mutually exclu-
sive), which appear more frequently than territorial, policy, and all other in-
tervention objectives.46

This set of motivations makes it quite clear that maintenance of territorial 
control, protection of citizens, and economic assets were the key drivers of US 
actions, indicating a continued period of consolidation of American power.

Analyzing America the Expander, 1812– 1864: An 
Evolving Grand Strategy

History reveals that the idea of Manifest Destiny and the bloody mid- 
nineteenth century US- Indian policy cannot be separated from the rise of 
Andrew Jackson and the school of foreign policy he inspired. Although de-
cidedly isolationist when it came to US engagements overseas, he showed 
little reticence in engaging militarily with the sovereign Native Americans. 
Before entering politics, Jackson served as a general and led US forces in the 
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First Seminole War, which resulted in the forced removal of the Seminole 
tribe, the US annexation of Florida from Spain, and the boundary agreement 
with Spain on Oregon country (1819). These events gave the United States 
the momentum to expand to the Caribbean and Pacific Oceans.

Jackson inspired many politicians and movements in the past two 
centuries. While Jackson shelved the US naval buildup initiated by his 
predecessors, he supported the Indian Removal Act (1830), which opened 
more space within the country but did not aggressively expand US terri-
tory. In Walter Russell Mead’s interpretation, the populist Jacksonian school 
“believes that the most important goal of the US government in both foreign 
and domestic policy should be the physical security and the economic well- 
being of the American people . . . that the United States should not seek out 
foreign quarrels, but when other nations start wars with the United States,” 
America must win.47

The United States was finding creative ways to justify forcefully removing 
American Indians from their territory and claiming ownership over legit-
imate, sovereign nations. In his 1831 ruling, Cherokee Nation v. the State 
of Georgia, Chief Justice John Marshall stated that “the Indian territory is 
admitted to compose a part of the United States,” and that the tribes were 
“domestic dependent nations” and “their relation to the United States 
resembles that of a ward to his guardian.” By the following year, the Supreme 
Court reversed this and ruled that Indian tribes were sovereign and immune 
from US state laws. Still, Jackson refused to enforce the decision and gained 
the signature of a Cherokee chief that agreed to “relocation,” even though 
he did not represent all the Cherokee nation. By 1838, Jackson’s attempts 
succeeded, and his view of American Indian nations as “wards” of the United 
States dominated policymaking. Under threat from federal troops and the 
Georgia state militia, the Cherokee tribe was forced to the plains across the 
Mississippi. Out of a total of 15,000 Cherokees, between 3,000 and 4,000 died 
on the “Trail of Tears.”48

Military campaigns and Manifest Destiny decimated most of the American 
Indian tribes in North America in the 1800s. Perhaps because the Frontier 
Wars occurred within contemporary US borders, they are not often labeled 
as what they truly were— US military interventions with extremely destruc-
tive humanitarian outcomes.
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The United States Expansionism beyond the 
Continent, 1812– 1864

After Manifest Destiny, the second objective of the period’s US grand strategy 
was to stay out of continental European power politics. This was initially ad-
vanced by President James Madison and US involvement in Spanish territo-
ries in Florida and the Gulf of Mexico in 1810:

Indeed, Madison’s ostensibly innocuous exploit provided the ideological 
foundation and the diplomatic justification for future annexation of foreign 
territory, from Spanish Florida in 1818 to nearly all of Mexico in 1848, and 
ultimately Alaska, Hawaii, and Cuba in the late nineteenth century.49

Madison’s actions included authorizing US occupation of Spanish Florida 
territory, partially motivated by the declaration of the West Florida Republic 
by Americans in the Baton Rogue area. Madison also supported and signed 
the No Transfer Resolution in 1811,50 which referred specifically to US- 
Spain territorial disputes in the Gulf, but also established the principle that 
European states could not transfer colonies in the Western Hemisphere be-
tween themselves.

Madison’s policies foreshadowed possibly the most momentous American 
foreign policy declaration in the nineteenth century, the so- called Monroe 
Doctrine. The Monroe Doctrine later expanded upon the No Transfer 
Resolution’s warning against European intervention in the United States’ 
sphere of influence: “The reverse side of this policy of American self- restraint 
was the decision to exclude European power politics from the Western 
Hemisphere.”51 Announced in 1823, the Monroe Doctrine closed the 
Western Hemisphere to European interference but opened it to American 
intervention. The declaration was explicit in stating that the United States 
would reserve for itself the right to intervene militarily in Central and South 
America.52 Although its implementation depended on the British Navy for 
decades to come, this principle of noninterference was to serve America’s 
continued and undisturbed expansion westward and southward.

It appears that while Jackson, Madison, and Monroe set the scene and 
crafted the policy tools, two other presidential administrations drove the 
increase in US interventionism. The Franklin Pierce and James Buchanan 
administrations expanded the continental United States, sought to take Cuba 
from Spain, and succeeded in extending US influence to the East, including 
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within China and Japan. During the Pierce administration, the United States 
also initiated many smaller displays of force in Japan as part of Commodore 
Matthew C. Perry’s expeditions.

Driven partly by rumors of Japan’s coal deposits, the United States was 
interested in opening diplomatic and trade relations for some time. For 
example, Commodore James Biddle embarked on a diplomatic mission 
to Japan in 1846 but failed to establish relations.53 Almost ten years later, 
Commodore Matthew Perry was sent to Japan with a letter from President 
Fillmore addressed to the Emperor. The letter asked Japan to open itself up to 
trade with the United States, while Perry’s four warships and 300 armed per-
sonnel served as a clear show of force. In February 1854, Perry returned with 
more ships and negotiated the Kanagawa Treaty, which opened two Japanese 
ports to American ships. It also contained a most favored nation clause, 
creating a foundation for future trade, and led to the opening of an American 
consul in Japan. Due to America’s coercion, Japan’s isolationist foreign policy 
largely ended after the Perry expedition.54

The United States used force several times within China, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Fiji, Cuba, and other targets. The Buchanan administration 
followed in Pierce’s footsteps, especially when Ambassador William Walker 
attempted to take over Nicaragua. The increasing militarism overseas only 
stopped in the wake of the US Civil War from 1861 to 1865 during Abraham 
Lincoln’s presidency.

To better understand the possible motivations for US engagement, we 
created a National Interests Index. The index adds up separate measures on 
contiguity, colonial history, alliances, and natural resources.55 As Figure 1.7 
reveals, the United States first involved itself in military conflicts with high 
national interests, usually fought to preserve the new nation and expand its 
domestic territory and sphere of influence.

There is variation in the period up to 1845 between high interests 
interventions and low national capabilities. It is striking that high national 
interest interventions declined between 1850 and 1860, while the frequency 
of interventions increased exponentially. We can also see that US trends of 
interventionism paralleled another indicator of power and interests, US na-
tional material capabilities, measured by the Composite Index of National 
Capability (CINC).56 Beginning in the mid- 1800s, the more powerful the 
United States became, the stronger it enforced its foreign policy.

Its growing power also ensured the United States achieved many of its 
political, military, and policy objectives via its military confrontations. As 
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Figure 1.8 illustrates, during its first era of statehood the United States “won,” 
or achieved its objectives, during almost half of its military disputes outright, 
and it was able to get target states to yield about 19 percent of the time.

Importantly, the United States only yielded to other states about 2 percent 
of the time, and target states only won about 2 percent of the time. It is impor-
tant to note that we define a US win as the United States obtaining their stated 
objectives during or after the intervention, and a yield as the United States di-
rectly giving up on the pursuit of these objectives as related to the target state, 
and a compromise as involving direct negotiation and incorporation of both 
the United States’ stated objectives and the target state’s objectives, to varying 
degrees. Also, the United States consistently implemented more hostile mili-
tary responses relative to its target states, as seen in Figure 1.9.

Key Historical Events for America the Expander, 
1812– 1864

While these aggregated patterns help contextualize and foreshadow US ideas 
and behavior, it’s important to delve deeper into key historical and paradigmatic 
events that shaped US foreign policy during its first wave of expansionism be-
yond the continent. We look at the War of 1812, the Mexican- American War, 
and filibustering in Latin America, which allowed private economic interests 
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to become enmeshed with national politics and American interventions, be-
fore exploring lesser- known interventions in the Pacific.

The War of 1812

The War of 1812 is typically eclipsed in popular American memory by de-
finitively victorious conflicts like the Civil War and World War II. In con-
trast, the War of 1812 presents no clear victor, or even a single, obvious cause. 
However, the War of 1812 established crucial precedents in the development 
of US foreign policy, North American geopolitics, and national identity 
in the United States and Canada. It is also the war with the highest battle 
fatalities for the United States during this era, followed by the Mexican- 
American War.57

When the United States declared war on Great Britain in June 1812, the 
most common justification cited was British violations of US maritime rights. 
These violations began nearly a decade prior, as Great Britain and most of 
Europe were engulfed in the Napoleonic Wars. Great Britain blockaded 
France for the duration of the Napoleonic Wars, blocking US trade with one 
of its closest allies. Furthermore, the British Navy began the practice of im-
pressment, in which British ships would stop merchant vessels and “press” 
crews into service in the British Navy against their will. While it is likely that 
some of the sailors pressed into the British Navy were former British sailors, 
impressment also caught US sailors, inflaming public opinion against the 
British.58 Still, scholars doubt whether the violation of maritime rights “ei-
ther singly or in combination, were sufficient causes for war.”59

The real causes of the War of 1812 (as the eventual peace Treaty of Ghent 
would hint at) were not solely commerce and neutral rights, but related 
to western expansion, territorial conquest, and relations with American 
Indian nations. Previous expansions, including the Louisiana Purchase, 
could not sate the desire for ever- increasing supplies of land for settlers 
moving westward out of the original thirteen colonies. Some scholars note 
the early settlers utilized “wasteful land practices,” stripping nutrients from 
the soil and requiring more land to support the settlers.60 American citizens 
tended to look toward the Native American lands west of the Mississippi 
and British Canada to the north as the best options for acquiring new 
farmland.61
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Slavery also impacted the decision to go to war in 1812; many Southern 
elites favored the annexation of Canada, as they presumed it would make 
it easier to annex Florida as a slaveholding territory.62 These divergent re-
gional interests were displayed openly in the vote to authorize war in June 
1812. The majority of New England, New York, and New Jersey representa-
tives voted against the war, as they feared open warfare would harm to their 
cosmopolitan and commercial interests.63 Regardless, Congress voted to au-
thorize war against the British by a margin of 79 to 49 in the House and 19 to 
13 in the Senate, the first and closest margin for a formal declaration of war 
in US history.

The military consequences of the War of 1812 were almost as unclear as 
the original motivations. The war was fought primarily in four theaters, in-
cluding the western or frontier theater where US forces battled against the 
British- armed Native American forces under Tecumseh, the northern where 
US forces attempted to invade Canada twice to no avail, the eastern coastal 
theater where British forces attacked Baltimore and sacked Washington, DC, 
and the maritime theater where the outnumbered US Navy mostly held its 
own against the British Navy. There were few decisive victories. The only 
decisive engagements occurred along the western and southern frontiers, 
where US forces under the command of future presidents William Henry 
Harrison and Andrew Jackson scored significant victories against British- 
allied Native Americans.

Materially, the aftermath of the War of 1812 differed little from the ini-
tial conditions. No territory was exchanged, and in many ways the polit-
ical situation returned to the status quo ante. The United States continued 
its westward expansion, and Britain continued to utilize its unquestioned 
naval supremacy. Popular imagination cast the War of 1812 as a victory in 
the United States and British Canada, where local forces had successfully 
defended their respective homes from foreign aggression. The War of 1812 
also served to “confirm” the existence of the United States to the interna-
tional community. Twice, the United States fought the greatest military in the 
world, and twice they defeated them.64

The War of 1812 did result in one clear loser— Native Americans. Unifying 
disparate tribes to counter settler colonialism proved a difficult task, and 
Tecumseh’s death and the subsequent fracturing of his Confederacy left 
Native Americans divided, weaker, and unable to mount successful efforts to 
stop the appropriation of their homes. Furthermore, the western tribes were 
now unable to access the British weapons and resources necessary to even 
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the playing field. The War of 1812 seems to present a decisive moment in the 
history of Native American peoples when they lost the internal unity neces-
sary to stave off US expansionism.

The Mexican- American War

The Mexican- American War was another conflict that sprung from similar 
trends of US expansionism. After Texas declared independence from Mexico 
in 1836 and was annexed by the United States in 1845, Mexico’s President 
Jose Joaquin Herrera severed relations with the United States. US President 
James K. Polk, however, wanted to continue relations and sent a diplomat 
to Mexico City to purchase New Mexico and California. US- Mexican rela-
tions further soured when the envoy was refused a visit with the Mexican 
President. Insulted by the snub, Polk stationed troops along the US- Mexican 
border to provoke an attack from Mexico. When Mexican forces crossed the 
Rio Grande and attacked the American soldiers, Polk argued to Congress that 
Mexico had “invaded our territory and shed American blood on American 
soil,” when in reality, the territory was still disputed. Nonetheless, the United 
States declared war on Mexico on May 1846.65

Polk’s war plan was originally limited, and he assumed the war would 
be over quickly.66 He had three main objectives: defend the Rio Grande 
boundary, acquire California and New Mexico, and inflict sufficient damage 
on the Mexican army to ensure a favorable political settlement.67 But the war 
proved longer and more involved than expected. Despite American battle 
victories, the Mexican government mounted a protracted guerrilla cam-
paign and were only forced to the negotiating table after the United States 
launched the first large- scale amphibious assault operation in its, history, 
taking Veracruz, the strongest fort in the Western Hemisphere, before con-
tinuing to Mexico City.68

The war concluded in February 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo. The United States received nearly 1 million square miles of terri-
tory in what is now New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, Arizona, California, Texas, 
Washington, western Colorado, and more for $15 million.69 Historian 
George Herring noted that the Mexican- American War was the nation’s first 
major military intervention abroad and its first experience with occupying 
another country.70
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Filibustering in Latin America

The case of Nicaragua in the mid- 1800s also represents an important type of 
US intervention, involving both formal government action and private mili-
tary might via the alliance of powerful corporations and filibuster operations. 
Both the United States and Britain were interested in Nicaragua as a transit 
route through the isthmus.71 Specifically for the United States, the country 
provided a sea route to California amid the Gold Rush. Nicaragua initially 
welcomed US involvement as a way to counter the colonial ambitions of 
Britain.72 In 1849, economic carrots incentivized Nicaragua to sign a con-
tract with Cornelius Vanderbilt, allowing his company to build a canal in the 
country. This and other business deals, however, was not accepted by the en-
tire local population and in 1853 the United States intervened to settle a dis-
pute between Vanderbilt and local authorities.73

By July 1854, the United States had dispatched a naval warship, the USS 
Cyane, to bombard the city of Greytown, which functioned as a trade port 
and protectorate under the United Kingdom. In addition, a contingent of 200 
US Marines was deployed to set fire to the British Consulate in Greytown and 
the surrounding buildings.74 The attack was justified as retaliation for the as-
sault and kidnapping of the American minister to Nicaragua, Solon Borland, 
by the United Kingdom’s provincial government, after Borlond interfered 
with the local arrest of an American citizen.

The destruction of Greytown served a much broader agenda.75 The 
United States was seeking to expand its economic and political influence in 
Latin America and limit the influence of European powers in the Western 
Hemisphere. Greytown was a strategic point for trade and private com-
merce between the Eastern and Western United States during the California 
gold rush, and the United Kingdom’s preoccupation with the Crimean War 
ensured retaliation for taking the port would be nonexistent.76

But it wasn’t just the US government and corporations that involved them-
selves in such expansionist ambitions in Latin America. Perhaps no other 
man encapsulates the dark side of American ideals— Manifest Destiny, 
exceptionalism, and imperialism— in the nineteenth century better than 
William Walker. Known as a “filibuster,” he sought to establish English- 
speaking colonies in Mexico and Central America for the sake of spreading 
Western civilization and to enhance his own personal wealth and power.77 
His filibustering incited several revolts in Central America, but he enjoyed 
substantial support from the American public seeking to “Americanize” 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404665606 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



62 Dying by the Sword

Central America.78 His most notable expedition was in Nicaragua in 1855. 
Liberal and conservative party factions in Nicaragua were embroiled in civil 
conflicts for years, and the liberal faction eventually requested Walker’s assis-
tance with the promise of land and money. Walker agreed and took advantage 
of the turmoil to bring his own mercenary group. He convinced Vanderbilt’s 
colleagues, Charles Morgan and Cornelius Garrison, to betray Vanderbilt 
and take over his company.79 With this support, the liberals won the civil 
war, and Walker became the commander of the Nicaraguan army. A puppet 
government was established, which the US government quickly supported. 
Walker’s poor political and military skills, however, soon alienated local 
supporters and eroded his power, leading to a rebellion to overthrow him.

The “National War” was a costly conflict where Central American coun-
tries, Vanderbilt, and the British worked together to end Walker’s rule.80 
Finally, the United States intervened and sent the Navy to protect their ec-
onomic interests and civilian lives. Navy Commander Charles H. Davis 
negotiated a truce, and Walker was forced to surrender to the Navy in 1857.81 
But Walker was not arrested, and later took a mercenary group back to 
Nicaragua in an attempt to retake the country. This time, however, US vessels 
intercepted Walker and compelled him to surrender.82

In the end, Nicaragua suffered severe long- term damage from these 
conflicts, while the United States did not face any long- term consequence for 
its foreign policy. Walker was, of course, just one of many of filibusterers with 
private militaries during this era of US expansionism.

Expansion in the Pacific

The era was also marked by lesser- known smaller altercations and mili-
tary expeditions in the Pacific that were usually undertaken to strengthen 
America’s commercial position with China in the mid- 1800s and secure stra-
tegic ports in a region of economic interest. Expeditions in Samoa and Fiji 
are some of the many examples of US military intervention and “filibuster” 
operations to protect both national and private trade routes and commercial 
interests. In other words, a country that was set on isolationism had now ex-
panded its interests outside of its own neighborhood.

As the United States sought to expand its influence in the Pacific, Samoa 
became the first important naval station and harbor for trade in the re-
gion. The United States instigated at least three skirmishes with the native 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404665606 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



America the Expander 63

population of Samoa during the nineteenth century to assert control,83 and 
its forceful presence helped to establish its imperial strength in the Pacific.

Samoa, despite being divided by rival chieftains, signed trade treaties with 
foreign nations, including the United States in 1838.84 It was also around this 
time the United States began the Exploring Expedition to survey the Pacific. 
After a US sailor was murdered on Upolu (an island of Samoa), Lieutenant 
William L. Hudson was ordered to arrest the suspect.85 Arriving with two 
naval ships, Hudson requested the suspect be handed over, however, the local 
chief refused. In retaliation, Hudson and his men burned several towns to 
the ground before leaving, now known as the bombardment of Upolu.86

As in Samoa, the United States established connections with natives in 
Fiji for the sake of maritime trade and colonial expansion. While he is more 
well- known for exploring Antarctica and his mixed legacy throughout his 
naval career, Charles Wilkes led the exploring expedition to the Fiji Islands 
in 1840.87 Wilkes made arrests, burned down villages and their crops, and 
demanded provisions for the expedition.88 Many criticized Wilkes’s actions 
in Fiji, arguing he went too far in the destruction and killing of natives.89

After the exploits of Wilkes’s punitive expedition, maritime activities 
remained relatively peaceful. The stability came to an end when the USS John 
Adams was sent to Fiji to seek compensation from the (self- proclaimed) king 
of Fiji, Cakobau, in 1855.90 The United States held him responsible for trade 
damages and arson in the area. After refusing to pay, marines were sent to 
capture him. Ultimately, Cakobau escaped and avoided paying any alleged 
debt to the United States.91 Tensions remained high between Americans 
and the Fiji locals, and it was perhaps inevitable that another conflict would 
arise when two American traders were killed in Fiji in 1859.92 In the ensuing 
battle, a village was burned and several natives were killed, including two 
chiefs.93 The battle was the last major conflict the Navy had with the local 
population, and it solidified the Fiji Islands as a base for maritime trade in 
America’s empire.

Other US militaristic forays into smaller Pacific islands shared similar 
motivations, methods, and outcomes. These interventions were critical for 
establishing the United States as a global strategic actor, and ultimately, by 
the next era, the US presence was firmly cemented in the Pacific, especially 
its imperialistic economic relations with Japan and China.
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Conclusion and Ties to the Present

Even though the United States achieved independence from Britain in the 
Revolutionary War and proved itself against distant North African states and 
privateers, it still preferred an internal political orientation in the early 1800s. 
But this isolationism was short- lived as America expanded its territory and 
pursued its interests beyond the continent. The War of 1812, which saw the 
British occupation and burning of Washington, DC, ended with a peace 
treaty and no obvious winner in 1815. The war, however, signaled another 
landmark moment for US power. Although the American military campaign 
was disastrous, the country survived the conflict and earned the respect of 
Britain and the world, now widely seen as a legitimate state power. Most 
importantly, perhaps, the War of 1812 emboldened nationalist sentiments, 
expansionist ambitions, and a desire to protect the new state against future 
threats.94

Isolation from European power politics and North American territorial 
expansion remained the guiding objectives of US grand strategy 1812 to 1864, 
but with different emphases and in changed circumstances. In this period, 
westward expansion was believed to be the God- willed Manifest Destiny 
of the new nation: “It is our Manifest Destiny to overspread the continent 
allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying 
millions.”95 As Walter Prescott Webb describes in The Great Plains:

We see a nation of people coming slowly but persistently through the 
forests, felling trees, building cabins . . . advancing shoulder to shoulder, 
pushing the natives westward toward the open country . . . They are nearing 
the Plains. Then, in the first half of the nineteenth century, we see the ad-
vance guard of this moving host of forest homemakers emerge into the new 
environment, where there are no forests, no logs for cabins. . . . Before them 
is a wide land infested by a fierce breed of Indians, mounted, ferocious, 
unconquerable, terrible in their mercilessness. They see a natural barrier 
made more formidable by a human barrier of untamed savagery.96

Although the United States dominated the Western hemisphere and some 
Pacific hotspots during this first era, its continental expansion nevertheless 
remained limited. The dispute over slavery drove a wedge between aboli-
tionist states in the north and slave states in the south. Thus, the consoli-
dation of the Union relied on a delicate balance between these two types of 
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states. Yet by December 1845, Polk’s annexation of Texas, under the pretext 
of protecting it from European powers, coupled with the northern states’ ec-
onomic prosperity, altered the political balance, and made the US Civil War 
all but inevitable.97

This first pre– Civil War era of United States foreign policy lasting until 1864 
may at first glance appear completely disconnected from present US foreign 
policy. The United States had yet to achieve its current borders, it avoided 
foreign alliances, and rarely engaged in military conflict overseas. However, 
the ideological groundwork for the present American Empire was laid in the 
early years of US history. The dominant eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century 
concepts like Manifest Destiny, American exceptionalism, and even perva-
sive racism continue to influence domestic politics and foreign policy in the 
United States to this day.

The ideology of “American exceptionalism” posits that the United States 
represents a uniquely moral and righteous nation among the international 
community. This ideology has been utilized to justify in whole or in part 
any number of atrocities committed by the United States, both in the 1800s 
and today. In the 1800s, this ideology supported centuries’ long US military 
interventions against American Indian nations as well as militarism and ag-
gression in Latin America and the Pacific.

The trope of the United States as a divinely inspired nation influenced the 
imperial expansion of Manifest Destiny and continues to echo in the modern 
political landscape. President Ronald Reagan invoked the United States’ in-
herent morality against the “Evil Empire” in the waning days of the Cold War, 
President George W. Bush inveighed against the “Axis of Evil” and explic-
itly invoked American exceptionalism to argue for unilateral intervention in 
Iraq, and President Donald Trump’s campaign slogan “Make American Great 
Again” sought the restoration of unapologetic American dominance. Most 
insidiously, American exceptionalism tends to distort popular conceptions of 
American history. The contradiction of the world’s greatest nation emerging 
from its revolutionary war to steal native land, enslave millions, and brutally 
colonize foreign people cannot be resolved, and thus the unflattering aspects 
of American history are massaged or dismissed from the foreign policy pic-
ture as a result.

Early US grand strategy balanced two contradictory impulses between 
expansion and isolation. The Louisiana Purchase and perpetual territo-
rial against the Native Americans display a desire to expand the territorial 
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reach of the United States. However, strong isolationist tendencies prevented 
American leadership from establishing meaningful involvement in European 
or global affairs until the late nineteenth century. Interestingly, this isola-
tionism did not apply to the Western Hemisphere or nonwhite populations 
in North America. Prior even to the Monroe Doctrine, the United States 
intervened in the Haitian Revolution and fought multiple skirmishes against 
Spanish and British forces in Florida. The Monroe Doctrine codified the pre-
dominant sentiment among US leadership that the United States would re-
frain from involvement in European affairs, so long as European powers did 
not meddle in the US sphere of influence, where the United States took up 
the role of the colonizer.

Although the magnitude, scope, and tactics of intervention have changed, 
the United States continues to treat Latin American states as partially sover-
eign, or sovereign until their policies conflict with US interests. The United 
States continues to rely on direct military aggression as well as more covert 
special operations and economic statecraft to support or overthrow foreign 
regimes, as it did in Haiti, Mexico, Nicaragua, Samoa, and more in the 1800s. 
These patterns have enveloped the world at large in more recent years, not 
just the American neighborhood.
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2
America the Western Hegemon

We are provincials no longer. The tragic events of the thirty months of 
vital turmoil through which we have just passed have made us citizens 
of the world. There can be no turning back. Our own fortunes as a na-
tion are involved whether we would have it so or not.1

Woodrow Wilson, March 5, 1917

During the first era of US foreign policy before the American Civil War, the 
United States solidified its statehood while staying largely out of European 
affairs, enlarged the size of its contiguous territory, established and enforced 
its growing sphere of influence in Latin America, often through private fili-
buster missions, and defended itself against North African Barbary pirates. 
The United States battled over 100 Native American nations for territorial 
conquest and displaced and killed an astounding number of people in the 
Frontier Wars to attain its supposed Manifest Destiny to stretch its unequiv-
ocal control from coast to coast across the continent. And its regional power 
extended fully to Latin America and the Caribbean and several islands in the 
South Pacific.

In this chapter, we trace how the once- imperialized United States be-
came the imperialist. Relying once again on historical narratives and data 
patterns from the Military Intervention Project, we highlight key events in 
US foreign policy from 1865 to 1917, the pre– World War I era. As the United 
States progressed through the late 1800s and into the 1900s, it expanded its 
sphere of influence beyond its neighborhood and reached the heights of re-
gional hegemony. Thus, the United States was a growing imperialist power 
across Latin America and the Pacific while it continued to restrain European 
powers from economic and political gains on the continent during the pre– 
World War II era.

The first section of the chapter synthesizes the grand strategy trends and 
debates of the era through both narratives and data snapshots. Next, we 
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76 Dying by the Sword

introduce data- driven patterns and graphics of US military interventionism 
that contextualize the subsequent historical narratives, including the most 
critical, World War I. Finally, the chapter places the era within a broader his-
torical perspective and discusses the parallels and contradictions relative to 
contemporary US foreign policy.

American Grand Strategy and Power, 1865– 1917

Relative Isolationism, 1865– 1898

Despite the staggering death toll of up to 750,000 and destruction brought 
on by the American Civil War, the United States emerged from the rubble in 
1865 as a strong, industrial nation determined to forge its own path and steer 
clear of messy European politics.2 In 1867, the United States almost doubled 
its territory via its purchase of Alaska from Russia, and coupled with the 
surge of technological innovations and an influx of immigrants, the United 
States was roaring down the path of industrialization and urbanization. Yet 
it was not ready to shift its grand strategic focus from internal to external ex-
pansion just yet. Instead, in the period between 1865 and 1898, the United 
States chose relative isolationism as its new grand strategic posture. Fareed 
Zakaria aptly writes, “While America emerged from the Civil War as a pow-
erful industrial state, unquestionably one of the three or four richest nations 
in the world, its foreign policy was marked by a persistent reluctance to in-
volve itself abroad.”3

During this era, beneath the surface of this temporary isolationism, the 
direction of American grand strategy was shifting from internal expansion 
within the continent to external expansion across the Western Hemisphere 
and parts of the Pacific. Perhaps most importantly, US territorial expansion 
was no longer the primary goal— it was replaced by exploiting and protecting 
its growing commercial interests abroad.4

Western Hegemony, 1898– 1914

By 1898, the previously missing condition for broader American 
expansionism— sufficient state power— had been achieved, ushering in 
the beginnings of the modern American state.5 In the 1890s, the executive 
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branch bypassed or coerced Congress to end previous isolationist policies in 
favor of greater international involvement and imperialism. Thus, expansion 
in the Western Hemisphere, and relatedly, the removal of European influence 
from the region became the new grand strategy of the United States. This 
new grand strategy of imperialist expansion rested on the Monroe Doctrine 
of 1823, which dramatically broadened the scope of what marked American 
affairs and interests.6 The United States’ isolationist front also fractured in 
the aftermath of the economic depression of the mid- 1890s, which led to 
mounting pressures by corporate industries to open new markets abroad, 
such as the open- door policy in China.

Ironically, the economic downturns of the late- 1800s occurred as a 
consequence of the high economic productivity brought by the indus-
trial revolution. The US production rate greatly outstripped the amount 
people in the United States could consume at the time. In other words, 
supply greatly outpaced demand. Following two severe economic 
recessions, US leaders were more determined than ever to find new for-
eign markets to absorb excess domestic production. In fact, it was this 
emphasis on international markets that prompted a buildup of US naval 
power to protect American commercial shipping and economic interests 
overseas. Arguably, corporate interests spearheaded the United States’ 
new strategy to protect its markets from other great powers and expand 
into new markets.7

Figure 2.1 highlights the post- 1890s increase in militarism. While com-
mercial interests and economic benefits largely drove many US foreign policy 
choices and interventions during this era, the sheer quantity of recessions 
from 1865 to 1917 obscures potential trends.

An indispensable tool for the implementation of America’s new grand 
strategy of economic imperialism was a battleship navy. Naval historian 
and strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan developed the policy, and Secretary of 
the Navy Benjamin Tracy lobbied for it in Congress, arguing “that a strong 
offense was the best defense.”8 Mahan feared that without greater expan-
sionism, the US economy would not be able to absorb the large amounts of 
commercial and industrial products that it was producing. Mahan believed 
the government was responsible for ensuring access to new international 
markets by procuring three things: a merchant navy to carry American 
goods abroad, a battleship navy to deter or coerce rival states or pirates, and a 
large network of naval bases to facilitate the distribution of fuel, supplies, and 
communications.
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78 Dying by the Sword

While Mahan’s ideas were not new, they were especially well- received in 
the 1890s.9 Mahan’s books and policies received additional support from the 
arguments of another contemporary academic. Professor Frederick Jackson 
Turner argued that the American frontier was now closing due to the large- 
scale westward migration and a growing population. Implicitly, Turner also 
encouraged foreign policy geared toward commercial expansion abroad and 
new markets, calling it “vigorous foreign policy.”10

By the 1890s, such expansionist ideas found credence with leading 
politicians, including Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt. 
The end of the Spanish- American War in 1898 also set the stage for more 
aggressive expansionism as the United States annexed and occupied more 
distant territories in the Pacific, most centrally the Philippines.

Armed with such expansionist logic and political will, American leader-
ship ultimately possessed a battleship navy that allowed the United States to 
project power far beyond the continent, while claiming the navy only existed 
as a deterrent or defensive strategy for the formerly isolationist country 
whenever politically expedient. The task of defending the United States soon 
became synonymous with imperialist ambitions.

The first test of America’s new, imperialist grand strategy was the Spanish- 
American War of 1898 under President William McKinley. An American 
victory against a European great power solidified this pathway further by 
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Figure 2.1. US Interventions and Patterns of Economic Recession, 1865– 1917
Citation: “US Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions.” The National Bureau of Economic 
Research (NBER), 2018. https:// www.nber.org/ cyc les.html.
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successfully testing America’s rising power abroad. As a result of the war, 
the United States gained control of the Philippines, Cuba, Guam, and Puerto 
Rico. And there was no stopping there. With this boost of confidence, the 
United States intensified its expansionist ambitions, annexing Hawaii and 
Samoa in the following months and other territories in subsequent years.11

America’s shift from isolationism to imperialism and its new role on the 
world stage owe much to the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. Roosevelt 
believed the United States had a duty to expand its influence internation-
ally.12 Under Roosevelt, the United States fought in the Banana Wars, and 
he “gave the Monroe Doctrine its most interventionist interpretation”13 by 
adding the Roosevelt Corollary in 1904, which proclaimed the US right to 
exercise “international police power” in the Western Hemisphere. Through 
the Roosevelt Corollary, the United States enlarged its armed forces, ex-
panded into the Dutch West Indies, built the Panama Canal, and ultimately 
cemented its regional hegemony and empire in the Western hemisphere.14 
As illustrated in Figure 2.2, Roosevelt contributed to the exponential rise of 
US force abroad.

Under both Roosevelt and President William H. Taft, US foreign policy 
relied heavily on big stick diplomacy and dollar diplomacy, or the use of 
greater naval capacities to protect American commercial interests in South 
America and the Caribbean. Yet President Woodrow Wilson’s term prompted 
a stark decline in US military interventions despite serving during America’s 
two longest Banana Wars and World War I.
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Figure 2.2. US Interventions by President, 1865– 1917
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The Idealist Moment, 1914– 1917

By the early 1910s, the United States had arrived at another juncture of 
grand strategic importance. While Roosevelt’s foreign policy demonstrated 
the principles of realism, Woodrow Wilson’s foreign policy identified with 
idealism and the embodiment of American exceptionalism. For Wilson, 
America’s mission was to “make the world safe for democracy.”15 Both 
leaders’ approaches were put to the test as World War I broke out among 
European powers in 1914. While Roosevelt unsuccessfully advocated for US 
involvement in the war, Wilson initially took a stance for peace and American 
neutrality. Indeed, his 1916 campaign slogan was, “He kept us out of war!”16 
But gradually, Wilson prepared the country for its new role in international 
politics. “Roosevelt’s approach failed to persuade his countrymen . . . Wilson, 
on the other hand, tapped his people’s emotions with arguments that 
were . . . morally elevated” and slowly led an isolationist nation to war.17 In 
1917, America was ready to enter World War I and tilt the balance in the 
Entente’s favor.

Figure 2.3 showcases the pinnacle of US power immediately before World 
War I. As in the previous chapter, we graph US intervention frequencies, 
applying our National Interests Index that adds up separate measures on 
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Figure 2.3. US Interventions by National Interests and Capabilities, 1865– 1917
Citation: Correlates of War Project. National Material Capabilities, 1816– 2012. Version 5. http:// 
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contiguity, colonial history, alliances, and natural resources.18 We also trace 
how US trends of interventionism relate to national material capabilities, 
measured by the Composite Index of National Capability (CINC).19 It seems 
that US power grew gradually until the 1900s, plateaued, and then grew 
more right before the US entry into World War I. National interests during 
interventions increased in the 1900s alongside intervention frequency, 
mirroring the timing of the key historical events such as the Banana Wars, 
the Mexican Revolution, and World War I. Therefore, this era sees the United 
States use its new power capabilities to intervene in pursuit of geopolitical, 
strategic interests in their immediate neighborhood and region— marking it 
a regional hegemon.

Nonetheless, under Wilson, American intervention in hotspot countries 
such as Mexico during the Mexican Revolution was more limited than pre-
vious American interventions. Wilsonian foreign policy was more restrained 
in its usage of force, instead seeking to promote US security and economic 
interests primarily through the expansion of stable regional democracies, al-
beit in extremely patronizing ways. This often meant the United States relied 
relatively more on economic and diplomatic tools of statecraft than milita-
rism. It also held more staunchly to broad principles of good governance 
and democracy, as showcased in Wilson’s refusal to recognize the Huerta re-
gime in Mexico, even though it replaced a more anti- American government. 
Broadly, these trends also speak to the importance of the executive branch 
and political elites in driving US foreign policy trends, especially those of 
rising militarism.

In the next section, we offer a bird’s eye view of US military ventures be-
fore we detail the implementation of US grand strategies through examples 
of pivotal historical events.

Empirical Patterns of US Interventions, 1865– 1917

Before World War I, having made progress on its manifest destiny, the United 
States moved away from waging territorial wars within its own continent. 
Instead, it focused predominantly on securing its economic hegemony and 
business interests within South America, the Caribbean, and the South 
Pacific, and negotiating with lingering European powers for control. As 
Figure 2.4 reveals, during this era, over 63 percent of US interventions 
occurred within Latin America. The countries of Mexico, Nicaragua, and 
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Colombia suffered the brunt of these interventions, paralleling the Banana 
Wars, the Spanish- American War, the disputes over the Panama Canal, and 
the many “small wars” within the Mexican Revolution.

Yet European colonial powers such as Spain and France were not im-
mune to US usage of force in the mid- 1800s. Many US interventions in Latin 
America occurred out of fear of European involvement and economic gains 
within America’s sphere of influence. Unlike patterns from the previous era, 
the pre– World War I era saw the United States predominantly intervening in 
noncontiguous regions, especially in the late 1800s. This is, indeed, the hall-
mark of a growing regional hegemon for the Western hemisphere. Sprinkled 
throughout these regional interventions were more distant ones in East Asia, 
making up over a quarter of US interventions in the era. Many of the missions 
were related to the Spanish- American War, with the eventual US takeover of 
the Philippines, Samoa, and Guam. Overall, all US interventions increased 
during this era, from 64 cases to 82 cases— an almost 30 percent bump from 
the past era. US interventions became dramatically more frequent at the turn 
of the nineteenth century, as US hegemonic power and naval capabilities be-
came firmly cemented.

North America
1.22% Sub-Saharan Africa

1.22%

East Asia & Paci�c
25.61%

Europe & Central Asia
4.88%

Latin America & Caribbean
63.41%

Number of
Interventions
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Middle East & North Africa
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Figure 2.4. US Interventions by Region, 1865– 1917
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In the last era, the United States emerged out of its colonial yoke, but in 
this new era, the United States embarked on its own mission for colonial con-
quest and managed to subjugate much of Latin America and parts of South 
Asia and the Pacific. Over half of US military interventions occurred in re-
gions with an existing or historical colonial relationship to the United States, 
which parallels the changing grand strategic vision of the era.20

Within its growing colonial network in the Western hemisphere, the 
United States now relied on military interventions not only to carve out 
new economic markets and opportunities, but to protect existing interests 
in strategic regions, illustrated in Figure 2.5. In this era of interventionism, 
the United States seems to have intervened over 60 percent of the time to 
protect its interests and citizens abroad. This can include protecting US 
property inside or outside of a target, such as military property, diplomatic 
property, or diplomats themselves. The second most frequent military ob-
jective remained economic objectives, which had defined the previous era of 
interventionism.21

With its growing power, the United States also frequently attained its po-
litical objectives via military interventions, as Figure 2.6 reveals. The United 
States won over half of its military interventions from 1865 to 1917 (and 
20 percent of other interventions ended with a yield by the target state), 
marking a significant increase from the previous era.
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Key Cases of America the Western Hegemon, 1865– 1917

The period of US history nestled between the end of the American Civil 
War in 1865 and the beginning of the Spanish- American War in 1898 is 
often considered unremarkable in terms of foreign policy. The United States 
avoided involvement in large international conflicts, and while westward ex-
pansion into Native American lands continued, the only other significant 
territorial acquisition occurred in 1867 with the purchase of Alaska from the 
Russian Empire. However, this “middle, erratic period” marks several crucial 
developments in US foreign policy, transitioning the nation from a mostly 
insular, regional power to a globally-minded expansionist empire.22

Diplomatic steps toward Western Hegemony, 1865– 1898

Prior to the onset of the Civil War in 1861, the United States engaged in lim-
ited imperial projects. The Louisiana and Florida Purchases, the Monroe 
Doctrine, the Mexican- American War, and numerous conflicts with Native 
American peoples represent the most obvious instances of nascent imperial 
ambitions. As the United States’ borders reached the Pacific Ocean, political 
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Figure 2.6. Outcomes of US Military Interventions, 1865– 1917
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leadership faced new questions regarding the extent and character of the 
American project, specifically whether the United States should continue 
acquiring territory beyond North America. These questions were compli-
cated by other pressing issues, namely the consolidation of the western ter-
ritories and the recovery from the material and immaterial wounds of the 
Civil War.

Secretaries of State William H. Seward and James G. Blaine were instru-
mental in pushing American foreign policy towards a more expansionist 
paradigm during this time. Yet Seward and Blaine failed more often than 
they succeeded. Seward failed in his attempts to annex Haiti, Santo Domingo, 
and the Dutch West Indies, not to mention less serious efforts to appropriate 
territories ranging from Greenland to Cuba. Although Seward was able to 
gain Congressional approval for the purchase of Alaska and the annexation 
of Midway Island (the first offshore annexation in US history), the interparty 
dynamics of Congress in the immediate post– Civil War era proved too frac-
tious for Seward to garner the requisite support for his more ambitious ex-
pansionist projects.23 Blaine agreed with Seward’s vision of a global United 
States, though he preferred to rely on his diplomatic skills to assert American 
power in contrast with Seward’s more militaristic vision of expansion.

The State Department prior to Blaine’s tenure had a lackadaisical approach 
to foreign policymaking. William Evarts, Blaine’s immediate predecessor, 
noted, “There are only two rules at the State Department, one, no business 
is ever done out of business hours; and the other is, that no business is ever 
done in business hours.”24 Blaine adopted a more energetic foreign policy ap-
proach, inserting himself and the United States into diplomatic disputes that 
previous secretaries would likely have avoided. Blaine was particularly active 
in Latin American disputes, working to settle territorial disputes between 
Costa Rica and Colombia, and Mexico and Guatemala.25 Blaine’s central 
innovation was his insistence on engaging with the world, especially Latin 
America, within the context of a comprehensive vision of American foreign 
policy. Together, Seward and Blaine helped reorient American foreign policy 
from an insular and disjointed project into a more active posture toward re-
gional hegemony and active territorial and economic expansion. Seward and 
Blaine provided the vision, energy, and structure that would transform the 
United States into a global, imperial power by the conclusion of the nine-
teenth century.

US engagement with Britain shows some of America’s first diplomatic steps 
in solidifying its regional hegemony and global power. After the War of 1812, 
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the relationship between the United States and United Kingdom further 
soured during the US Civil War. The burgeoning UK textile manufacturing 
sector required significant amounts of raw cotton, acquiring 77 percent from 
the slave economies in the southern United States by the late 1850s.26 The 
United Kingdom never recognized the Confederacy during the Civil War, 
and the British Parliament passed a Declaration of Neutrality in May 1861.27 
However, private British citizens and even government officials sympathized 
with the Confederacy, and some went so far as to assist the Confederate war 
effort. Prime Minister Lord Palmerston and his foreign minister, Lord John 
Russell, were both known for their (private) sympathies for the Confederacy 
and solidarity with white plantation owners.28 Future Prime Minister 
William Gladstone, then the chancellor of the exchequer, gave a speech in 
October 1862 praising Confederate leader Jefferson Davis.29 Furthermore, 
much of the Confederate navy ships were built in Liverpool, England, and 
the city would remain a hub for Confederate goods.30

Some of the British- built Confederate ships sunk Union warships and 
commercial vessels during the war. The United States sought reparations 
from the United Kingdom for the losses, called the Alabama Claims, making 
their first legal claim for reparations in 1869. In 1871, a commission of six 
British and six American representatives met before an international arbi-
tration tribunal in Geneva, Switzerland to settle the matter and other small 
disputes along the Canadian border.31 The tribunal ordered the United 
Kingdom to pay the United States a $15.5 million indemnity, worth roughly 
$200 million today.32

The Alabama Claims’ settlement was critical in two ways. First, it helped 
pave the way for greater cooperation between the former enemies, both by 
settling past grievances and establishing a paradigm for the peaceful set-
tlement of disputes. Second, the settlement laid the groundwork for fu-
ture international arbitrations, most notably the 1895 settlement between 
Venezuela and the United Kingdom. Venezuela and the United Kingdom 
had disagreed about the border between eastern Venezuela and western 
British Guiana for decades, and British forces occupied a Nicaraguan port in 
April 1895 under the pretenses of protecting British interests under threat.33 
The United States, invoking the Monroe Doctrine’s principle against foreign 
intervention in the Western Hemisphere, stepped in to offer arbitration. The 
Treaty of Washington, signed in 1897, set the terms of the arbitration and 
bound the United Kingdom and Venezuela to its outcomes. The arbitration 
tribunal, composed primarily of British and American officials, awarded 
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90 percent of the disputed territory to the United Kingdom in 1899.34 British 
recognition of US hegemony in the Western Hemisphere and the obvious 
British- American collusion in the arbitration verdict marked a key pivot in 
the bilateral relationship, from bitter enemies to military allies engaged in a 
“special relationship.”

Moreover, its diplomatic role demonstrated that the United States was now 
a world power, willing to exercise its influence unhindered in the Western 
Hemisphere. Just as the peaceful resolution of the Venezuela crisis in 1895 
marked a key pivot in its relationship with Britain, it also marked the cul-
mination of the Monroe Doctrine. The United States had been formally 
asserting its regional hegemony in the Western Hemisphere since President 
Monroe outlined the concept in his 1823 State of the Union address. But 
the young and relatively weak United States could not effectively enforce its 
prohibition against foreign intervention. European powers, primarily the 
British, frequently intervened in states from Argentina to Mexico to protect 
their citizens, investments, and other commercial interests.

The most direct violation of the United States’ imperialist sphere of in-
fluence via the Monroe Doctrine occurred during the American Civil War. 
Napoleon III invaded Mexico under the pretense of collecting Mexican gov-
ernment debt to the British, Spanish, and French governments.35 Napoleon 
III found allies in the Conservative faction in Mexico’s own civil war, who 
opposed the Liberal faction led by Benito Juárez and supported by the 
United States.36 The French- Conservative alliance controlled Mexico City 
and much of the country by 1863, and Napoleon III invited the Austrian 
Prince Maximilian to become Emperor Maximilian I of the Second Mexican 
Empire in 1864.37 The United States officially remained neutral throughout 
the conflict while providing Juárez’s Liberal faction with crucial support. 
President Abraham Lincoln’s administration continued to recognize Juárez’s 
government- in- exile during the French intervention. Upon the conclusion of 
the American Civil War, US Generals Grant and Sheridan provided weapons 
and other support to the Liberal forces, eventually turning the tide of war 
against the French- Conservative alliance.38 Napoleon III removed the last 
French forces in 1867, and Secretary Seward explicitly warned the Austrian 
Empire against replacing Napoleon’s troops with Austrian soldiers.39

Yet the expulsion of European forces from Mexico did not immediately 
end all European violations of the Monroe Doctrine. Besides the UK oc-
cupation of a Nicaraguan port in 1895 and the combined British, German, 
and Italian naval forces blockade of Venezuela in 1902 and 1903, the French 
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were working on connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans via the Panama 
Canal from 1881 to 1889. The United States also failed to broker peace in 
the War of the Pacific between Chile and allied Peruvian- Bolivian forces and 
supported the losing faction in the 1891 Chilean Civil War (while the United 
Kingdom backed the winners). Thus, the United States did not exercise true 
hegemony in the Western Hemisphere until the twentieth century, but the 
foundations were laid in the latter half of the nineteenth century when the 
United States started to utilize its military and diplomatic tools to enforce the 
Monroe Doctrine.

The Frontier Wars and Commercial Interests

While the United States was using diplomacy to undergird its future hege-
monic order, it was also continuing its militaristic Manifest Destiny against 
Native American tribes into the nineteenth century. Much of the territory 
west of the Appalachian Mountains saw some degree of violence between 
indigenous Native American peoples, European- American settlers, and the 
United States government. Gold was discovered in Montana in 1852 and 
again in 1863, and by the early 1860s settlers had begun establishing forts 
and blazing wagon trails through the territory granted to the tribes in the 
1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie.40 Allied Native American forces raided settler 
encampments and skirmished with US Army forces until a series of peace 
agreements were reached in 1865. Red Cloud, the Ute leader of the allied 
tribes, was at Fort Laramie and ready to negotiate the final agreements when 
a new US Army force arrived with the intention of building further outposts 
and forts. The negotiations ended and war broke out.

Red Cloud’s War occurred from 1866 to 1888, resulting in a rare strategic 
victory for the Lakota Sioux and Northern Cheyenne peoples.41 While the 
US Army won most of the small- scale engagements, they lacked the man-
power to effectively police the expansive territory. A new Treaty of Fort 
Laramie was signed in 1868, granting specific territorial rights to some of the 
nations (most notably granting the Black Hills in the Dakota Territory to the 
Sioux) and demolishing US forts established in contested lands.

This pattern would continue through the rest of the nineteenth century— 
the United States offered assurances to American Indian nations followed by 
the discovery of valuable resources and the abrogation of promises. The Great 
Sioux War in 1876 and 1877 followed directly from the events of Red Cloud’s 
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War. The Black Hills in the Dakota Territory had been granted to the Lakota 
Sioux, but the land was rich in natural resources and attracted significant 
numbers of settlers. While timber initially drew prospective settlers, the dis-
covery of gold by Lieutenant Colonel George Custer’s US Army expedition in 
1874 created a mad frenzy. The accelerated settlement in the region increased 
tensions, and multiple attempts to avert conflict failed. General Sheridan 
directed his local subordinates to launch a preemptive attack against the 
Sioux in February 1876, and the Great Sioux War began.42 The war is best 
known for the Battle of Little Big Horn and Custer’s “Last Stand,” where US 
Army forces were soundly defeated. However, the Sioux tribes were unable to 
remain united as the US government attracted defections with benefits dis-
tributed to indigenous nations through the Indian Affairs Agency.43 Critical 
leaders like Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull were either captured or fled, and 
the Great Sioux War ended with the Agreement of 1877, which formally 
annexed all Sioux lands to the United States and relocated the Sioux people 
to reservations.

The final Native American conflict of note is the 1877 Nez Perce War. 
The Nez Perce tribe lived in a reservation in the Oregon Territory, following 
their displacement after the Walla Walla Council of 1855.44 The discovery of 
gold in the region facilitated further displacement, as some Nez Perce tribes 
signed away land rights in 1869. Tensions between the non- reservation tribes 
and settlers reached their zenith in 1877, and General Oliver Otis Howard 
ordered the remaining tribes to move onto reservation land within 30 days 
or face the US Army.45 Most chose to fight and conducted a “fighting retreat” 
eastward from June to October 1877. The Nez Perce warriors won several 
encounters with the US Army, but they finally surrendered on October 5, 
1877, and were relocated to reservations in Oklahoma.46

American settlers and the US military would continue to fight small 
engagements with Native American nations until the conclusion of the Apache 
Wars in 1924, but these nineteenth- century wars proved to be the closing 
chapter of Native American resistance to Manifest Destiny. The ever- greedier 
US commercial interests would soon echo throughout the world at large.

The Spanish- American War and American Imperialism

At the end of the nineteenth century, the United States took its most extensive 
foray into becoming an imperial power on the global stage. Under President 
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McKinley in 1898, the United States launched the Spanish- American War, 
which was fought in Cuba as well as the Pacific. The United States was inter-
ested in Cuba for decades prior to the Spanish- American War, and on at least 
five separate occasions the United States offered to buy Cuba from Spain. By 
the mid- 1890s, there was considerable bilateral trade between the two coun-
tries ($103 million), though it still represented only a small fraction of US 
Gross Domestic Product at the time. Most of the trade was in sugar, which 
represented 59 percent of US cane sugar imports.47

In 1895, a rebellion broke out in Cuba, and the Spanish responded with 
ruthless killings and brutal policies, including re- concentration camps, 
which led to hundreds of thousands of Cuban deaths. The rebels resorted 
to scorched earth tactics, burning fields and agricultural land. At the time, 
US President Grover Cleveland, who tilted pro- Spanish, decided against any 
kind of intervention. Cleveland’s successor in 1897, William McKinley, how-
ever, was mildly on the side of the rebels. Throughout 1897, he slowly applied 
diplomatic pressure on Spain, which led to very modest reforms.

As the situation deteriorated and American property was increasingly put 
at risk, McKinley deployed the USS Maine followed by the USS Montgomery 
to Havana, a standard response to disorder abroad, in January 1898.48 But 
in February 1898, the mysterious explosion and sinking of the USS Maine 
in Havana killed 266 Americans, providing the impetus for giving US aid to 
the Cuban struggle and for diminishing Spain’s influence in the Caribbean 
through both diplomatic and military means.

In response to the explosion, McKinley requested $50 million from 
Congress for national defense and a naval buildup, which was approved 
within a day. But McKinley did not blame Spain for the explosion. In late 
March, the Naval Court of Inquiry issued a report absolving Spain but failing 
to identify the perpetrator. It also concluded the explosion was externally 
caused, intensifying suspicion among the public that Spain was, in fact, in-
volved. Still, neither McKinley nor his Navy secretary believed Spain was re-
sponsible for the disaster.49

A flurry of last- minute diplomatic efforts, including one by Pope Leo 
XIII and another by six European powers, also failed to prevent war. Spain 
conceded to a suspension of hostilities, but not an armistice (implying po-
litical recognition of the rebels), which McKinley and the rebels demanded. 
In response, McKinley requested authorization to use military force on 
April 11, 1898. Congress granted it a week later. McKinley then ordered a 
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naval blockade of Cuban ports and made a call for 125,000 volunteers to 
join America’s army. He formally requested a declaration of war on April 25, 
with Congress responding that it has already been declared.50 By way of the 
Philippines and Cuba, and in alliance with Cuban revolutionaries, the United 
States defeated Spain by August.

While it was originally initiated to help liberate Cuba, the war concluded 
with America also in control of the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico.51 
In comparison to other major wars, it was a relatively short and bloodless 
conflict. Over 327 days, between 300 and 400 US troops and roughly 800 
Spaniards were killed in battle, not including the casualties from the USS 
Maine or associated deaths from diseases. Although more than 290,000 US 
troops were trained and mobilized, only about 54,000 participated in the 
fighting abroad.52 But the inherited guerilla war in the Philippines would 
cost the United States far more lives in the years ahead, killing approximately 
4,200 Americans and wounding 2,900.53

For the first time, the United States became an overseas imperial power. The 
McKinley administration also used the war as a pretext to annex Hawaii, which 
many argued was a vital territory for US economic and militaristic expansion 
within Asia. Eventually, Cuba gained independence, but it was re- occupied 
by American forces in 1906. The Philippines was an American territory until 
1945, while Guam and Puerto Rico remain American territories today.

As the United States gained control over territories, many locals realized 
they were simply swapping one imperial overlord for another. Most notably, 
following the Treaty of Paris that officially ended the Spanish- American War, 
the Philippine rebels fighting for liberation from Spanish rule since 1896 
continued their fight against the Americans. Although it initially seemed 
like American intervention might grant the Philippines more freedom as 
US forces partnered with Filipino rebels to wrest control of Manila from 
Spain, hopes were quickly dashed. Instead, US forces continued to fight, 
and in some cases, massacre the rebels. Roughly 200,000 Filipino citizens 
died during the war (mostly from hunger or disease), and 20,000 Filipino 
insurgents were killed.54 The war cemented US control of the Philippines and 
furthered its stake in Pacific affairs, but it also contributed to its image as a 
ruthless, imperial power, willing to use brutal violence for political and eco-
nomic domination. For the first half of the twentieth century the US Bureau 
of Insular Affairs took control, ruling the territory as a de facto colony until 
it was captured by the Japanese during World War II.55 US foreign policy 
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therefore echoed the imperialist tendencies of its former masters when the 
United States amassed enough political and economic power of its own.

A dominant navy became essential to underpin growing US power, and 
at the same time more colonies provided vital support to the navy. Once the 
United States grasped the former Spanish colonies, it used them to better 
control vital shipping lanes and promote American power projection for 
the first time in America’s history.56 Most important for the long- term goal 
of many American naval strategists and foreign policymakers was the sub-
sequent building of a canal in Central America to connect the Atlantic and 
Pacific Oceans. The United States achieved this goal after removing Spain as 
a potential spoiler in the process. When Colombia backed out of a deal that 
would have created the canal, the United States championed a rebellion in 
the breakaway region of Panama. The United States then signed a contract 
with the new country of Panama to build a canal, granting the United States 
full sovereignty until 1979 and de facto sovereignty until 1999. The United 
States ruled over the Panama Canal zone as a colonial power, lording over the 
territory to maintain naval access.57 In fact, the United States’ involvement 
in Panama stands as the longest US military intervention of the era, totaling 
3,734 cumulative days of occupation.58

Overall, the Spanish- American War is notable for commencing American 
imperialism abroad and providing an opportunity for American power pro-
jection for the first time in history.

Hegemony in Full Force: Banana Wars in Latin America

Following the conclusion of the Spanish- American War and with the con-
struction of the Panama Canal underway, the United States fully realized 
its role as a hegemon in the Western Hemisphere. With power projection 
capabilities and regional hegemony secured, the United States began acting 
as the region’s policeman through a variety of interventions and foreign mili-
tary threats that are commonly referred to as the Banana Wars.

Under President Theodore Roosevelt, America undertook the Banana 
Wars to maintain political and economic interests and promote hegemony. 
A major fear of American policymakers was that Germany, Britain, and other 
foreign powers would use the public indebtedness of Caribbean and Latin 
American states to demand concessions and the placement of naval bases on 
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their territory. This prompted the issuing of the Roosevelt Corollary, which 
held that the United States would press the claims of European powers in the 
Western Hemisphere for them. The United States would intervene as needed 
to stabilize the internal economic conditions of Latin American states that 
owed European banks, rather than allow European states to press claims 
themselves.

Throughout this period, multiple American interventions in Cuba, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, and Mexico all 
followed the logic of attempting to quell internal rebellions and crises 
while keeping the Europeans out of the way. The goal was to help American 
investments while not permitting domestic debt to lead to avenues for 
German or British footholds in the region. Under both Roosevelt and Taft, 
these interventions were examples of either big stick diplomacy or dollar di-
plomacy, featuring the use of its growing naval power to protect American 
commercial interests in the region. In fact, the US Marines Corps doctrine 
primarily developed during this period to focus on how to win these so- 
called small banana wars.59

Beyond the military strategies of small warfare, the United States under 
Roosevelt also inaugurated new patterns of regional diplomacy. Roosevelt 
personally mediated the peace negotiations after the 1904– 1905 Russo- 
Japanese War (for which he won a Nobel Peace Prize) and the Moroccan 
Crisis of 1911, a proxy conflict between France and Germany.60 In these 
instances, the president aimed to promote US influence abroad while at the 
same time balancing American power against the old European giants.

The United States undertook its two longest Banana Wars under 
President Wilson in Haiti and the Dominican Republic.61 Wilson had 
a slightly different interest in Latin America. While he wanted to protect 
American commercial interests, he also believed that greater democratic 
governance in the region was the best way to do so. His paternalistic atti-
tude on how to teach certain Latin American countries to “elect good men” 
and how to promote enough stability to allow them to be democracies 
drove much of his policy in the region. After taking control to stabilize the 
governments, reduce internal rebellions, and decrease the national debt, 
the United States was the de facto government of Haiti from 1915 to 1934 
and the Dominican Republic from 1916 to 1924. But instead of allowing 
democratic governance to emerge, the occupations failed to establish stable 
democracies in either country.62
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Changing US Foreign Policy: The Mexican Revolution

The Mexican Revolution began in 1910 and took off in earnest with the over-
throw of the Diaz regime and the installation of Francisco Madero as presi-
dent in 1911. The United States was concerned about unrest on its southern 
border, threats to American commerce, and British and German interests in 
Mexico. The conservative Felix Diaz regime was more favorable to American 
business interests, and the revolution caused US political elites to worry that 
British and German businesses would gain exclusive access within the new 
regime.63

The first significant American involvement in the Mexican Revolution 
began during the final months of the Taft administration, which were 
known as the Ten Tragic Days in Mexico. In a coup, General Victoriano 
Huerta, a high- ranking military officer under Madero, became pres-
ident with the support of previous Diaz regime elements and at least 
tacit assistance from the American ambassador in Mexico, Henry 
Lane Wilson. Huerta assassinated Madero while he was in custody as 
President Woodrow Wilson took office. Breaking diplomatic tradition, 
Wilson refused to recognize Huerta as the legitimate ruler of Mexico and 
demanded Henry Lane Wilson return to Washington immediately. Even 
with the United Kingdom and Germany pressuring Wilson to recognize 
Huerta as the legitimate ruler, he refused, saying he would never allow 
him to remain president.64

Wilson’s dislike of Huerta eventually prompted the United States to end its 
embargo on selling arms to the revolutionaries fighting against his regime, 
and more significantly led the United States to occupy the city of Veracruz in 
1914 to help with his ouster. A mistaken arrest of American marines buying 
fuel for their ships in Tampico, which was under martial law at the time, 
precipitated the occupation. Wilson’s administration used this as an excuse 
to plan for the occupation of Tampico, but then switched to Veracruz when 
it learned a German ship was bringing weapons for Huerta to Veracruz. The 
United States captured the city quickly, only to discover that its erstwhile 
allies against Huerta also spoke out against American intervention in the 
revolution. Instead of marching on Mexico City to oust Huerta as initially 
planned, Wilson instead decided to work with the Constitutionalist faction 
led by Carranza. Through mediation by Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, Wilson 
agreed to leave Veracruz if Huerta stepped down and fled the country, 
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allowing Carranza to become president. After seeing Carranza installed, the 
United States left Veracruz.65

In 1916, the United States intervened again following raids into American 
territory led by Pancho Villa. Villa felt betrayed when the United States 
backed Carranza in the battles between the various revolutionary factions. 
After Villa attacked American territory, US General Pershing led an expedi-
tionary force across the border to capture Villa. However, as the expedition 
pushed deeper into Mexico, Carranza latched onto growing anti- American 
sentiment to help push for diplomatic negotiations leading to the withdrawal 
of US troops. While the United States never captured Villa, he did not lead 
another raid on American territory during the revolution.66

American relations with Carranza were becoming strained and the new 
Mexican constitution made it easier for him to nationalize and expropriate 
American commercial interests and territory in Mexico. While Carranza 
did not act on these powers, the American business community feared the 
possibility and pressured Wilson for help. During this time, the Zimmerman 
Telegram came to light after being captured by the British. It revealed 
a German plot to push Mexico to start a war with the United States, with 
Germany offering support and promising to give back territory lost to the 
United States in previous conflicts. The telegram intensified anti- Mexican 
and anti- German sentiment in the United States, and it almost led Wilson 
to reinvade Veracruz and other parts of Mexico (which he resisted when 
Carranza said he would burn the oilfields in Tampico and elsewhere).67 
The Mexican Revolution concluded in 1920 when three generals led a coup 
against Carranza to prevent him from handpicking a replacement as pres-
ident, which was seen as a betrayal of the revolution. Carranza was killed 
trying to flee the country, and the generals consolidated control. Eventually, 
they secured diplomatic recognition from the United States after negotiating 
rules on which American commercial interests and property could not be 
nationalized.

American intervention in the Mexican Revolution appeared more 
militaristically restrained than previous interventions in Latin America. 
And Wilson’s choice in 1914 to refuse to recognize the Huerta government 
due to its illegitimacy while continuing to promote US economic interests 
and American values in Mexico, previews Wilsonian foreign policy in the 
coming years.
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Crisis Event: World War I

In 1914, while the United States was still concerned about European influ-
ence in Latin America, Europe erupted into a major war. The United States 
officially declared itself neutral as World War I began, despite Wilson’s dis-
like of Germany. Wilson attempted to serve as a mediator to end the war 
and keep the United States out of the European mess. Yet German attacks 
on American shipping started to increase the likelihood of US intervention. 
When Germany sank the British- owned Lusitania in 1915, killing more than 
100 Americans, the US public was outraged, prompting debate on American 
involvement in the war. Various factions discussed how prepared the United 
States should be to enter the war and what it would take to stop German ag-
gression. With Wilson campaigning for reelection in 1916 based on the claim 
that he kept the United States out of the war, however, he was naturally reti-
cent to enter the war.68

Yet by 1917, multiple factors changed to prompt a US intervention into 
the war. First, Germany resumed unrestricted U- boat warfare targeting 
American shipping, which forced Wilson to place armed units on the 
ships for self- protection. Second, the revelation in the Zimmerman 
Telegram about Germany’s goal to get Mexico to enter the war raised 
anti- German sentiment, although Wilson waited a month after the dis-
covery of the telegram to seek a war declaration. Third, the collapse of 
Russia and its revolution made a German victory more likely. Finally, 
Wilson seemed to realize that if he did not enter the war, he would not be 
involved in the war settlement, where he wanted to “make the world safe 
for democracy.” Both public and elite opinion began to support American 
entry into the war.69

On April 2, 1917, the United States officially entered World War I on the 
side of the Triple Entente powers, providing needed manpower and supplies 
after the Russian surrender and the de facto French collapse on the Western 
front. The arrival of American troops on the battlefield in 1918 was enough 
to resist a final German offensive in the spring and allowed the allies to go 
on the offensive to defeat Germany in November 1918. At the same time, the 
United States participated in an allied intervention in the Russian Civil War 
on behalf of the White Russian faction. Some claim this was evidence of the 
American dislike of communism and Bolshevism, but more likely the inter-
vention was an attempt to help the faction still committed to the war effort 
against Germany gain power.70
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In the end, Wilson was eager for the opportunity offered by the Paris Peace 
Treaty. It gave him a chance to promote his vision for collective security and a 
new global order, outlined famously in his Fourteen Points speech to the US 
Congress. This included his proposal for the creation of a League of Nations 
and the redrawing of national borders for self- determination. Wilson also 
sought to create a peace treaty that would eliminate future wars, open the 
world to free trade, and not be overly harsh on Germany and other losers 
of the war. However, once the peace treaty negotiations took off in earnest, 
Wilson fell ill, and the French and other allied negotiators were able to con-
coct a harsher peace settlement on Germany and Austria- Hungary that would 
echo for decades to come. Most notably, the League of Nations concept and 
the transformation of borders and the colonial system did make it through 
the peace negotiations, but this transformation did not include freedom for 
everyone. Wilson consented to the mandate system under League of Nations 
auspices for administering territories previously controlled by the Triple 
Alliance, and he also refused to meet with anticolonial activists, like a young 
Vietnamese nationalist, Ho Chi Minh, who requested American aid to fuel 
decolonization.71

Unfortunately, US domestic politics prevented the United States from 
joining the League of Nations, and the treaty signing never occurred. With 
greater global status and involvement, US domestic political elites and the 
public faced growing dilemmas on how to balance US sovereignty with 
rising international obligations and interventionism. Moreover, the impulse 
to avoid costly European conflicts across the sea remained a strong factor 
that tempered US global hegemonic aspirations. Despite these ideological 
defeats, Wilson relentlessly pursued his efforts to make the world safe for de-
mocracy, albeit with a staunch Western and racial bias that continues to im-
pact debates on democratization to this day.72

Conclusion and Parallels to the Present

After the Civil War, the United States began to accumulate significant eco-
nomic strength, expanded its military footprint in the Western hemisphere, 
and started its ascent to great power status. It built a strong navy to defend 
its commercial interests overseas, and intervened in the affairs of other na-
tions, mainly in Latin America, to safeguard its economic investments, prop 
up foreign regimes favorable to US interests, and prevent allies from accruing 
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debt to US adversaries. President Roosevelt was the first leader to expressly 
link world affairs to US national interests and stress to the American people 
the importance of US global interests. Wilson also introduced democracy 
promotion as a key objective of US foreign policy, which would last well into 
the late twentieth century and beyond.

Toward the end of this era of US foreign policy, American imperialism 
forged ahead unabated, as the United States expanded westward, sparking 
increased conflicts with indigenous nations, and as politicians debated 
the annexation of international territories like the Philippines, Guam, and 
Puerto Rico. The period ended with the outbreak of World War I, which the 
United States reluctantly joined in 1917.

The relevance of democracy promotion and economic interests in de-
ciding where and when to intervene can be seen in more recent trends in 
US interventionism. The second Gulf War, beginning in 2003, is the most 
notorious contemporary example of this alleged use of military force for eco-
nomic gain. As historian Steven Hurst wrote, “American policy towards Iraq 
since 1979 has been driven, ultimately, by the need to maintain a dominant 
position in the international oil system.”73 Further, before the war, American 
leadership “came to see regime change in Iraq as the potential catalyst for 
the spread of market- democracy throughout the wider Middle East.”74 More 
recently, President Trump chose to keep US troops in Syria “because I kept 
the oil,”75 and State Department employees confirmed that a US presence is 
justified by the need to protect Syrian oil reserves.76 These conflations of ec-
onomic and security interests echo the gunboat diplomacy and Banana Wars 
of the prior century. The rhetoric of democratization as part of these recent 
regime change wars also echo the Wilsonian legacy of making the world 
safer for democracy by meddling in the domestic politics of Latin American 
countries.

Like the European challenges to America’s spheres of influence in Latin 
America, the United States now faces challenges to its hegemony in a number 
of regions. America’s historically generous international aid dramatically 
increased its influence worldwide, however its adversaries are now adopting 
similar tactics. The United States competes with China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative in Africa, Central Asia, and the Middle East, with many countries 
choosing China’s less restrictive and cheaper economic assistance and de-
velopment aid over US assistance. As in the previous century, the United 
States is again using its military and economic might to ward off foreign 
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interference in its spheres of influence, although today America’s sphere of 
influence includes the world at large.

Historical parallels may also be drawn directly to contemporary US mili-
tary interventions that span the entire globe, with the United States control-
ling over 750 military bases abroad as of 2020.77 While the United States is 
no longer annexing territory overseas or battling Native American nations 
in pursuit of Manifest Destiny in the West, its legacy of gunboat diplomacy, 
imperialistic protection of spheres of influence, military interventions in 
the domestic politics of other countries, and regime change policies have 
increased despite lower levels of existential and regional threats.

Perhaps most importantly, contemporary US militarism has grown at 
the expense of US diplomacy and economic statecraft. While in the past 
the United States often relied on diplomacy, economic tools, and threats 
or displays of force, its modern- day self has resorted to more direct milita-
ristic tactics, rather than reserving force as the policy of last resort. Such a 
militaristic foreign policy today is further magnified by the United States’ 
transformed role from a regional power to an unmatched global superpower. 
In other words, while imperial overstretch78 may not have been a concern for 
the United States in the 1800s and 1900s despite its clear expansionism, it is 
very much an urgent concern today.
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3
America the Hesitant Helper

Let us no longer blind ourselves to the undeniable fact that the evil 
forces which have crushed and undermined and corrupted so many 
others are already within our own gates . . . We must be the great ar-
senal of democracy.1

Franklin D. Roosevelt, December 29, 1940

Judging by the previous era’s momentum, stretching from the American Civil 
War to the end of World War I, the United States could have been expected 
to ramp up its international involvement into the next era, expanding its im-
perialist ambitions beyond Latin America and pushing its objectives more 
stridently around the world. That did not happen. Instead, there was a stark 
reversal in US foreign policy during the interwar era with isolationist voices 
dominating foreign policy decisions. The United States moved away from its 
previously imperialist ambitions toward relatively isolationist tendencies, 
before finally becoming a hesitant, last- minute helper of its European allies 
during World War II. Dire domestic economic conditions in the 1930s 
spread like wildfire across the Atlantic, and America’s political and economic 
isolationism fanned the flames of rising global fascist movements, which ul-
timately awoke the reluctant United States from its hibernation.

This chapter traces momentous events in US foreign policy during the in-
terwar era, from 1918 to 1945. We first contextualize the main themes and 
patterns using data from the Military Intervention Project before delving 
deeper into representative events. The era concludes with the United States 
using its tools of war, trade, and diplomacy far beyond its neighborhood to 
come to the rescue of Europe and end another world conflagration. The era 
propelled the United States from an emergency ally to an often- benign great 
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power, ready to act on the world stage and shape the post– World War II order 
for decades to come.

After first synthesizing the grand strategies of the era, the next section of 
the chapter summarizes the main historical moments of US foreign policy 
during the so- called twenty years’ crisis.2 We then introduce data- driven 
patterns and graphics of US military interventionism to contextualize the 
historical narratives of the most critical crisis moments of the era, concluding 
with the US entry into World War II. The chapter’s concluding section places 
this interwar US foreign policy within a broader theoretical and policy 
perspective.

Grand Strategy during the Twenty Years’ Crisis

President Woodrow Wilson led the United States into World War I, where 
America’s military intervention ultimately decided the conflict in favor of 
the Entente alliance. Wilson’s grand strategy of liberal interventionism, how-
ever, did not take root in American politics after the war, and the country 
soon returned to its relative isolationism. For the postwar period, Wilson 
proclaimed his idealistic Fourteen Points and advocated for the establish-
ment of the League of Nations, the first global institution of collective secu-
rity. Nevertheless, Wilson could not ensure the acceptance of his principles of 
collective security, international free trade, and open diplomacy either at the 
Paris peace talks, where French leadership successfully pushed for brutally 
punitive terms with Germany and Austria- Hungary, or in the US Congress, 
where the Republican opposition rejected US membership in the League.

Henry Cabot Lodge— Senate majority leader and chairman of the Foreign 
Relations Committee— spearheaded resistance against US membership in 
the League. Echoing the spirit of selective isolationism that defined the era, 
Lodge and his supporters were concerned that the League would commit the 
United States to an expensive organization that would reduce the country’s 
ability to defend its interests.3 Moreover, Lodge and others still adhered to a 
vision of a United States that only engaged within the Western Hemisphere 
and avoided commitments outside of its sphere of influence. Ultimately, 
Lodge feared the consequences of involvement in European politics, espe-
cially in the aftermath of the less- than- ideal World War I peace settlement.

Despite Wilson’s lasting influence on US foreign policy, the grand strategy 
of the United States was based on isolationism in the 1920s and 1930s. In fact, 
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even after World War I, many Americans still did not believe events outside 
of the Western hemisphere could impact their security or America’s national 
interests. The United States feared that deeper engagement would lead it 
down the path of more entanglements into distant, unimportant conflicts— 
which ultimately came to define its political reality in time. Still, the United 
States saw the need to maintain its military and economic influence within 
the Western hemisphere to support American commercial growth and main-
tain overseas private investments.

America looked upon the settlement of World War I with much disap-
pointment: “the framers of the Versailles settlement achieved the precise op-
posite of what they had set out to do. They had tried to weaken Germany 
physically, but instead strengthened it geopolitically.”4 Even the most ardent 
American liberal internationalist did not see any worthwhile reasons to en-
force the post– World War I settlement as it had evolved.5 Moreover, in the 
aftermath of World War I, a report by Senator Gerald P. Nye, a Republican 
from North Dakota, fanned the flames of isolationism by declaring that it was 
American bankers and arms manufacturers that pushed the United States to 
join the war for their profit. This narrative continued to appear in popular 
media and books, such as the 1934 Merchants of Death by H. C. Engelbrecht 
and F. C. Hanighen, further cementing public opinion toward US neutrality 
in international affairs.6

Disillusionment with the treaties, lack of international leadership, and the 
great costs of war brought about historian E.H. Carr’s aptly named “twenty 
years’ crisis.” Germany, Italy, and Japan turned to authoritarianism, milita-
rism, and aggressive territorial revanchism, while Britain and France chose 
appeasement. According to Carr, “the characteristic feature of the crisis of 
the twenty years between 1919 and 1939 was the abrupt descent from the 
visionary hopes of the first decade to the grim despair of the second, from a 
utopia which took little account of the reality to a reality from which every 
element of utopia was rigorously excluded.”7 Grappling with enormous in-
ternal problems due to the Great Depression of 1929 to 1933, America’s in-
terventionist impulses from previous eras were effectively muted, even as 
the world moved toward another war. In this moment, continued relative 
American isolationism was a strong contender for the long- term vision of 
the country. In other words, US military expansion was not inevitable, but 
arose from a wide set of foreign policy choices across each era.

Another shift towards isolation occurred even before the economic col-
lapse of 1929, when the United States turned away from the Mahan- era naval 
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build- ups and decided to sign the Washington Naval Treaty (or Five- Power 
Treaty) at the Washington Naval Conference in 1922. The treaty limited the 
American, British, and Japanese navies’ tonnage of ships. This prevented 
naval arms races from taking off and limited the amount of power projection 
the US Navy could pursue. The treaty kept the ratio of battleships and newly 
developed aircraft carriers at five for the United States, five for the United 
Kingdom, and three for Japan. The terms of the disarmament were further 
negotiated in 1927 and 1935, with much less success as the Japanese dele-
gation eventually walked out of the last conference. Japan ultimately broke 
the disarmament treaty in 1936 as it began the march toward war against the 
United States.8

The final agreement made at the Washington Naval Conference was the 
Nine- Power Treaty, which formally internationalized the United States’ open 
door policy in China. Within the treaty, the United States, United Kingdom, 
Japan, France, Italy, Belgium, Netherlands, Portugal, and China promised to 
respect China’s territorial integrity and affirmed the importance of equal op-
portunity for international commercial interests in China. China promised 
not to discriminate against any country seeking business opportunities.9

Together, the treaties arising from the Naval Conference maintained the 
status quo in the Pacific and attempted to stem the threat of Japanese expan-
sion in the area. This meant America’s ongoing open- door policy in China 
and US interests in the Philippines were reinforced for a time. Thus, by the 
1930s, the United States had spearheaded efforts to disarm itself and its 
competitors, resolved some of the ongoing economic competition for new 
markets in the East, continued to maintain its regional hegemony in Latin 
America, and was seemingly well positioned to enforce a relatively inward 
political orientation to the rest of the world.

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s leadership finally mobilized 
Americans to want to get involved in World War II. His approach 
transformed US grand strategy from one of isolationism to one of deep 
engagement and international leadership as a great power. As polit-
ical scientist Jeffrey Taliaferro shows, Roosevelt’s shrewdness in political 
maneuvering built popular support for US intervention in Europe against 
Germany and in Asia against Japan.10 Moreover, Roosevelt’s grand strategic 
adjustment did not stop at intervention in World War II, as he also had 
broader designs for US grand strategy after the war. “He saw to it that, this 
time, America’s involvement would mark the first step toward permanent 
international engagement. During the war, his leadership held the alliance 
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together and shaped the multilateral institutions which continue to serve 
the international community to this day.”11 With Roosevelt at the helm, the 
United States prepared for the postwar era and its new international lead-
ership role, laying the foundations for institutions like the United Nations 
and the Bretton Woods organizations (the World Bank, International 
Monetary Fund, and ultimately the World Trade Organization) and the 
postwar American- led liberal international order with its many military 
operations to come.

Empirical Patterns of US Interventions, 1918– 1945

US interventions dropped significantly during the interwar period, particu-
larly in Latin America with the Good Neighbor Policy. By the mid- 1930s, US 
interventions in Latin America became almost nonexistent as the economic 
depression spurred further isolationist impulses in American political circles. 
The severity of the economic collapse demanded an inward orientation for 
any political elite attempting to maintain their seat of power. Moreover, the 
Great Depression shook one of the pillars of American power projection, ec-
onomic growth, as well as the ideal of American exceptionalism via rugged 
individualism and free markets.

A wide range of international military incidents occurred during the early 
1930s, including the Japanese seizure of northeast China in 1931 (and then 
the invasion of China in 1937), the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, and 
the German expansion in Central and Eastern Europe. Yet the United States 
did not engage in any meaningful way with these repeated developments. 
Instead, the United States limited its reactions to statements of disapproval to 
maintain its neutrality.12 But by the late 1930s, our data reveal America’s hes-
itant and slow involvement in World War II efforts through US interventions 
in East Asia and the Pacific (predominantly Japan) and in the Mediterranean 
front in Europe.

During this era, the United States intervened mainly in three regions of the 
world— Latin America, East Asia, and Europe/ the Mediterranean— as seen 
in Figure 3.1. As its interventions in Latin America declined, US military 
interventions in Europe and Central Asia grew, although the total number of 
interventions was lower than previous and future eras. Still, it is important to 
note the regional shift in US interventionism gradually beyond the Western 
hemisphere, even during an era often marked as staunchly isolationist.
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Figure 3.1 highlights the overall decline in the numbers and scope of US 
interventionism, relative to the previous era of US imperialism. Despite 
the advent of World War II, US interventions decreased from 82 in the pre-
vious era to 30— a steep decline of over 60 percent. The vast majority of these 
interventions occurred in the western and southern hemispheres, reflecting 
the United States’ role as a regional hegemon and imperial power in Latin 
America before the mid- 1930s.

Trends of US interventionism by presidential administration also mirror 
the general foreign policy of isolationism during the time. As seen in Figure 
3.2, the presidential administrations prior to the Great Depression were 
much more interventionist than the ones that followed. Even then, Wilson’s 
and Coolidge’s hawkishness appears dovish when comparing it to presiden-
tial administration trends of the previous eras.

During this era of relative isolationism, the United States undertook most 
of its interventions in pursuit of social protective and economic objectives, as 
Figure 3.3 shows.13

The United States also continued to achieve most of its political objectives 
via its interventions, as Figure 3.4 confirms.

The Great Depression is also associated with decreased US intervention 
frequencies. The economic depression drove the United States to become 
more isolationist across all tools of statecraft (war, trade, and diplomacy). 
Three examples of the increasingly isolationist foreign policy tendency 
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Figure 3.1. US Interventions by Region, 1918– 1945
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and its effects include the (1) cancellation of German reparations credits 
after the stock market collapsed in 1929;14 (2) the adoption of the Smoot- 
Hawley tariffs to protect American industries;15 and (3) the Good Neighbor 
Policy, which was a commitment to not intervene in Latin America that will 
be discussed in more detail in later sections.16 Moreover, the collapse of the 
US economic system nullified the option of expansionary economic- based 
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foreign policy for much of the decade, which also perpetuated deeper 
isolationism.

This period reveals a series of self- imposed restrictions across all US tools 
of statecraft, including military noninterventionism, trade limitations, and 
diplomatic isolation. Instead of recalibrating the balance of its foreign policy 
arsenal and tools of engagement with the world, the United States simply 
abandoned its effort to engage beyond its own neighborhood. But as the 
United States pulled away from the world, the world pulled away from US 
ideals and ideologies, turning to dangerous alternatives.

Historical Narratives of America the Helper, 1918– 1945

Though the United States was relatively isolationist towards the rest of the 
world during the interwar era, Central America was a notable exception. The 
United States continued to follow the ethos of the Monroe Doctrine, which 
asserted its sphere of influence over South and Central America. Under 
President Calvin Coolidge, Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes sought 
to repair relations with America’s southern neighbors and promised to ne-
gotiate border disputes and to intervene militarily in the region only as a last 
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resort.17 Despite this promise, however, the United States continued to play 
an active role in Central America.

While many American elites and citizens could not yet envision how dis-
tant global engagements could affect US national interests, they could easily 
justify US interventions in Latin America for economic interests, the pro-
tection of domestic industries, and the defense of foreign regimes condu-
cive to US goals. The continued interventionism in the Western hemisphere 
foreshadowed more global interventionist trends to come, typically justified 
under the same protectionist rhetoric.

Persistent US Military Occupations in Latin America

The United States wielded frequent and persistent military tools to protect 
its economic interests and promote favorable foreign regimes. Indeed, it 
intervened frequently at the request of its preferred national governments 
during civil wars, including in Haiti, Panama, Nicaragua, and Mexico.

Decades of US Military Occupation in Haiti
In the Caribbean, the United States occupied Haiti for over two decades 
from 1915 to 1934, justifying its military presence to establish peace and de-
fend the lives and interests of US citizens after the assassination of Haiti’s 
president, Jean Vilbrun Guillaume Sam. But the United States had been 
monitoring Haiti’s domestic politics for many years prior to his death. Eyeing 
Haiti as a potentially vital naval base, US political elites feared growing for-
eign influence within Haiti, especially given the increasing German business 
and trade at the beginning of the twentieth century.18 The US military inter-
vention of 1915 therefore served to protect American assets in the region and 
deter possible German invasion or economic gains following a series of pres-
idential assassinations and instability in Haiti.

Haiti and the United States signed a treaty the following year that ef-
fectively sanctioned this US occupation and pledged cooperation over na-
tional security and government affairs. This agreement led to the creation 
of a military force made up of US citizens and Haitians, yet controlled by 
US Marines. In addition to military control, the United States also obtained 
complete control over the country’s finances and domestic politics. In 1915, 
the Wilson administration coerced Haiti into electing a new pro- American 
president, Philippe Sudré Dartiguenave, which exacerbated civil unrest.19 
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Two years later, the United States attempted to bully the Haitian legisla-
ture into adopting a new constitution that would legalize foreign land own-
ership and thus intensify foreign influence within Haiti. The legislature 
rejected the new constitution and began drafting an anti- American consti-
tution instead, but the Haitian president dissolved the legislature following 
pressure from the United States.

America’s blatantly racist and discriminatory rule, defined by racial segre-
gation, press censorship, and forced labor, fomented additional civil unrest 
and local calls for revolution in Haiti. By December 1929, twenty US Marines 
quelled a Haitian student revolt, killing twenty- five people and injuring 
seventy- five more.20 The continuing protests in 1930 drew negative interna-
tional attention to the American occupation of Haiti, compelling President 
Hoover to try to end the arrangement diplomatically. The United States ul-
timately withdrew its troops from Haiti in August 1934 after nearly twenty 
years of relatively unhindered military occupation.

Sanctioned US Military Interventions in Panama
Around the same time as the occupation of Haiti, the American military 
was present in Panama, outstaying its welcome well after the completion of 
the Panama Canal in 1914. With the assistance of the United States, Panama 
had separated from Colombia in 1903, and in the same year signed the Hay- 
Buneau- Varilla Treaty with the United States. The treaty effectively gave the 
US authority over a 10- mile strip of land along the canal, including the right 
to fortify the so- called canal zone, and the right to intervene militarily in 
Panama to support its independence.

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, the United States was deeply 
involved in Panama’s domestic political affairs. From 1903 onward, the 
United States permanently stationed 10,000 troops in the canal zone to 
guard the strategically significant waterway.21 When Panama’s president 
disbanded the Panamanian military in 1904, the United States assumed full 
control of the country’s national security affairs. Article 135 in Panama’s 
1904 Constitution went even further, allowing US troops to “intervene in 
any part of the Republic of Panama to reestablish public peace.” The United 
States used its increased authority to supervise nearly every national elec-
tion between 1906 and 1918, which were largely fraudulent.22 Panama City 
and Colon, two of Panama’s largest cities, were technically excluded from the 
canal zone even though they were situated within its geographical limits, but 
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the United States nevertheless succeeded in disarming the police in these two 
cities and incorporating US troops into their police forces by 1916.23

At the time, the Panamanian government was content to have such an all- 
encompassing security guarantee from the United States, but resentments 
grew among Panamanian citizens.24 Still, the United States’ military involve-
ment in Panama expanded. Following the death of President Ramón Valdés 
in June 1918, Ciro Urriola took over as provisional president with elections 
set for later that month. However, Urriola issued a decree delaying the elec-
tion by six months as he needed more time to build his coalition, inciting 
widespread protests across the country. In response, US Secretary of State 
Robert Lansing demanded that Urriola hold the election on time, and when 
Urriola refused, US troops moved to occupy Panama City and Colon in 1918. 
Although Urriola quickly backed down, civil unrest sparked by the election 
turned into a rebellion in Panama’s northern province of Chiriquí. Asserting 
US privilege under the 1904 Constitution, Lansing ordered an unknown 
number of US soldiers to Chiriquí to crush the uprising. The fact that the 
United Fruit Company had significant holdings in Chiriquí undoubtedly 
influenced Lansing’s order. But the US troop presence went further than 
ensuring the elections or protecting commercial interests, as the garrison 
commander in charge also sought to eliminate prostitution— still legal in 
Panama— and close the saloons suspected of corrupting US soldiers.25 US 
troops and this ethos of American puritanism remained as an occupying 
force in Chiriquí until August 1920.26

US troops were again activated in October 1925 when the Panamanian 
government directly requested US assistance to quell a massive but largely 
peaceful renters’ strike. A group of unionists and left- wing organizers started 
a riot in Santa Ana Plaza in Panama City, protesting a recent tax levied on 
income gained from rentals, which owners then passed on to poor ten-
ants.27 The riot ended up killing one person and wounding eleven others, 
and Panamanian police fired on the rioters. The next day, the minister of for-
eign affairs requested the support of 300 American soldiers to restore order 
alongside the local police.28 Six hundred American soldiers entered Panama 
City that same afternoon from the nearby canal zone.29 Order was quickly 
restored, and a commission of tenants and landlords was organized to lodge 
the complaints of Panamanian citizens.30

Ultimately, the US military involvement strengthened the elites in 
Panama against the urban poor. Similar to its legacy in Haiti, the American 
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intervention fomented domestic unrest that eventually required additional 
US military engagements in order to stabilize the country.

The United States Takes Sides in Mexico
Since taking power in 1920, Mexican President Álvaro Obregón lobbied 
for diplomatic recognition from the United States without success. Oil was 
main reason for the diplomatic standstill. At the time, Mexico produced 
a quarter of the world’s oil supply, and many of the fields were owned by 
US companies. But Article 27 of Mexico’s 1917 Constitution nationalized 
its natural resources.31 While Obregón insisted he would not apply this 
principle to US oil companies, he still refused to sign an official agreement 
given the anti- American sentiment in Mexico. But with an upcoming pres-
idential election in September 1923, Obregón finally relented and signed 
the Bucareli Agreements, protecting US oil fields in Mexico. In return, 
President Coolidge normalized diplomatic relations.32 This was a clear dip-
lomatic win for the United States at the time, requiring no direct military 
might to resolve.

The normalization came just in time for Obregón. In December 1923, 
Obregón’s former secretary of the treasury, General Adolfo de la Huerta, 
launched a rebellion from the port city of Vera Cruz. De la Huerta enjoyed 
substantial support from many Mexican military leaders, and Obregón des-
perately needed US assistance to stay in power. At Obregón’s request, the 
United States placed an arms embargo on de la Huerta and provided signifi-
cant military support to Obregón, including airplanes. And when the rebels 
threatened to blockade and mine the oil port of Tampico in January 1924, 
the United States became directly involved in the conflict. On January 15, the 
USS Tacoma was dispatched to Vera Cruz, near Tampico. The USS Richmond 
soon followed, before the USS Omaha arrived escorted by six destroyers. 
The rebels reversed their decision to blockade Tampico by January 25, but 
the United States continued to play a significant role for the duration of the 
rebellion.33

As a clear threat and display of force, the United States stationed warships 
off the coast of Mexican cities under de la Huerta’s control. The United States 
was ready to use its military might if the rebels acted against its interests. In 
total, twenty US warships and one repair ship were stationed in Mexican wa-
ters during the rebellion.34 The United States also provided direct support to 
the Mexican air force, and a small number of US service members traveled to 
Mexico to train their allies on new aircrafts. In time, these American troops 
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became directly involved in flying bombing missions, and US pilots may have 
even participated in the bombing of civilians at Morelia in February 1924.35

By March 1924, de la Huerta fled to the United States. But Mexico’s civil 
strife and leadership struggles continued for years on end, with the United 
States paying close attention to changing presidents, rebellion factions, and 
Mexico’s treatment of its natural resources.36

US Military in Nicaragua
The American military was extensively involved in Nicaragua, where it 
deployed forces from Panama following the breakout of civil war in 1926. 
In fact, this military occupation was the longest lasting of the era, with the 
United States remaining militarily active for over 3,000 days.37 The United 
States first sent troops to Nicaragua in 1912 to protect its mining interests 
amid a civil war between Liberals and Conservatives, before leaving 100 
soldiers in the country to maintain peace. Less than one month after fin-
ishing their mandate in 1925, civil war broke out once more.

To protect its regional economic interests by blocking a possible Liberal 
victory as well as to protect American citizens, the United States sent 
warships in 1926 to Bluefields, a community captured by Liberal rebel forces. 
The United States maintained two warships in the region and exercised an 
element of gunboat diplomacy prior to direct intervention. Among other 
tactics, the United States imposed an arms embargo and requested the pres-
ence of all parties at a peace conference on board one of the ships in October 
1926. Eventually, under intense US pressure, Nicaraguan President Emiliano 
Chamorro resigned, and the crisis abated. In the aftermath, Adolfo Diaz, a 
favored US candidate, ascended to the presidency.

Political instability, however, remained a persistent issue in Nicaragua. 
By 1927, additional US ships and marines entered the country to help Diaz 
maintain order and to protect foreign lives and property. Undersecretary of 
State Robert Olds wrote in January 1927, “Nicaragua has become a test case. 
It is difficult to see how we can afford to be defeated.” Nicaragua was then a 
test case of the United States’ resolve to maintain a stable region, favorable to 
its interests, despite any domestic considerations for the foreign citizens on 
the ground. More than 2,000 Marines were deployed in the first few months 
of 1927, and the former secretary of state and war, Henry Stimson, was sent 
as a personal envoy to end the civil war— though the peace he negotiated did 
not hold.38 The Liberal commander Augusto Cesar Sandino refused to ac-
cept the terms of the deal, and American troops quickly became involved in 
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a guerrilla war against the Sandinistas that lasted for the next five years. US 
troops finally withdrew from the country in 1933, and with their departure 
Nicaragua’s fragile democracy quickly devolved into dictatorship.39

With its many interventions in Latin America, often to prop up certain 
political factions over others, it is not surprising that the US record of de-
mocratization in the region was unimpressive. In Latin America, US foreign 
policy prioritized stability and geopolitical interests over democratic ideals 
in practice. Figure 3.5 traces the regime type of US Target States using the 
Polity Index, a trusted measure of democratization ranging from −10 (full 
autocracy) to + 10 (full democracy).40

As illustrated, during this era, the United States intervened mainly in 
states with autocratic regimes (scores below 0 mark nondemocracies), while 
it maintained a perfect 10 score itself.41 Honduras and Cuba are the only US 
intervention targets that had relatively democratic regimes during the era.

The US Military to the Rescue?
In these cases and others, the United States served as the third- party in-
tervener altering the balance of power toward incumbent regimes during 
times of civil unrest. The United States often came to the rescue of favorable 
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regimes in strategic regions possessing valuable resources, helping them to 
maintain power and stability.

But in the dispute between Honduras and El Salvador, the US military 
was asked to prevent a war between two states. Honduras and El Salvador 
had various political and geographical disputes dating back to the nine-
teenth century, and by 1921 these disputes escalated with Honduras fearing 
El Salvador was on the brink of invading its territory. The Honduran gov-
ernment issued an urgent request to the United States to deploy its forces 
to prevent war. In May 1921, the United States sent a warship to Honduras, 
signaling that El Salvador needed to demobilize. El Salvador yielded to this 
display of force and backed down from the dispute.42

The United States was also able to alter domestic politics in Cuba without 
deploying troops in the country. Cuba held an inconclusive election in 1920, 
with both sides claiming victory. The tense situation threatened to erupt into 
civil war. In an attempt to resolve the stalemate, Wilson sent a special rep-
resentative to Cuba in January 1921.43 Meanwhile, the State Department 
deployed a military warship to Havana, claiming that it was merely pro-
viding transportation for the special representative. In practice, however, the 
warship constituted a threat of open military intervention. In this climate, 
local parties in Cuba quickly reached an agreement and the United States 
helped preserve the stability.44 It did so by making use of threats and displays 
of force before embarking upon direct military interventions in the target 
country— a trend that would erode in the decades to come. Its ability to deter 
El Salvador and influence Cuban politics with a show of force illustrated 
America’s hegemonic position, “policeman” status, and rule- making influ-
ence in the Western hemisphere.

Until the 1930s, the United States intervened numerous times in Latin 
America to protect its commercial interests, natural resources, and favored 
regimes during an era otherwise marked by US isolation. It left behind 
fractured countries, either rife with unrest or led by authoritarian regimes. 
But these decades of direct US economic and militaristic interference within 
the domestic politics of Latin American countries came to a halt by 1934 with 
the Good Neighbor Policy. Under the policy, the United States renounced its 
right to unilaterally intervene in Latin American affairs.45 Roosevelt began to 
emphasize trade relations and cooperation in Latin America rather than the 
use of American military force, declaring, “The definite policy of the United 
States from now on is one opposed to armed intervention.”46

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404666589 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



124 Dying by the Sword

Neighborly restraint was not fully altruistic or simply due to Wilsonian 
principles. It came in the aftermath of the Great Depression, which solidified 
the United States’ isolationist stance for the next decade.

Interventions in the East

As the engagements within Latin America reveal, isolationism did not stop 
the United States from choosing to deploy troops when its interests were 
directly threatened, which occasionally overlapped with the international 
community’s goals of limiting land grabs by aggressive states or stopping per-
petual civil wars. In addition to Latin America, US troops were fairly active in 
the “Far East” during the interwar period, most notably in the Soviet Union, 
China, and in the Manchurian Crisis.

When Wilson involved the United States in conflicts within Russia and 
the Far East, US policy circles and the public initially pushed back against the 
distant engagements and demanded less interventionism. But as the United 
States started to end its contiguous neighborhood interventions to focus on 
economic recovery and domestic politics, the United States began a con-
sistent pattern of noncontiguous interventions. Such patterns begin to hint at 
the changing nature of US national interests, or at least how political elites at 
the time began to understand the United States’ interactions toward the rest 
of the world.

Interventions in the “Near East”
After the Russian Revolution in March 1917, the United States supported 
the newly formed provisional government. Under intense pressure from 
the allies, Wilson agreed to intervene in Siberia after a legion of abandoned 
Czechs clashed with German and Austrian ex- prisoners of war. In August 
1917, 5,000 American soldiers were sent to Murmansk and another 10,000 
joined the Japanese at Vladivostok.47 Historian George Herring writes that 
Wilson’s motives for approving this military operation “remain elusive,”48 
but it seems he was worried about Japanese expansionism, sought to limit 
Japanese ability to maneuver in the Russian Far East, and wanted to protect 
German shipping interests in Vladivostok. But the American public was 
not convinced by these justifications. Oswald Garrison Villard wrote in The 
Nation, “The President has assured us that it is only to be a little intervention, 
and we are to forgive it or approve it on the grounds of its littleness.”49 The 
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intervention was widely seen as a failure and greatly hurt Wilson’s progres-
sive credibility, lending credence to the isolationists among US policy circles.

Despite the pushback, the United States’ interventionist patterns in the 
east continued for a while longer. In 1918, the Allied Powers intervened in 
the Russian Civil War to support the White Movement, a confederation of 
anticommunist forces. There were limited amounts of US military forces 
across Russia, particularly in Russia’s Far East, where the US maintained 
a consulate, trade routes, and businesses.50 In June 1918, as Bolshevik and 
Czech troops (backing the White Movement) continued to clash, the 
United States deployed a contingent of thirty- one Marines to guard the 
US Consulate. During this time, the Allied Powers established an occu-
pation force in Vladivostok in hopes of transitioning control to the White 
Movement.51 As the White Movement in Siberia collapsed and Soviet- 
communist forces took power, the United States and Allied Powers withdrew 
from the city, accepting defeat and seeing no further strategic potential for a 
military footprint in the region.52

While military interventions in the Soviet Union came to a stop, diplo-
matic missions continued. In March 1919, an attaché to the US delegation 
to the Paris Peace Conference, William Christian Bullitt, entered Soviet 
Russia on a secret mission. He was only authorized to report on the polit-
ical and economic conditions he saw, but unbeknownst to Wilson, Bullitt’s 
true objective was to broker an agreement between the allies and Russia’s new 
Bolshevik government that would end the civil war, lift the allied blockade, 
and allow the allies to withdraw troops dispatched to Russia in 1918. Bullitt 
ultimately received a viable proposal from the Bolshevik government that 
would have attained all these goals, but allied leaders at the Paris Conference 
were unwilling to accept the offer, because they simply refused to negotiate 
with Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik government, and they received news that 
anti- Bolshevik forces would soon recapture Moscow.53

Unfortunately, the Bullitt mission was a missed opportunity. Bullitt 
believed the greatest danger facing the United States was the rise of more 
radical political factions in the aftermath of continued allied interventions 
in Soviet Russia. He wrote that Lenin was willing to compromise with the 
United States and “[no] Government save a Socialist Government can be set 
up in Russia today except by bayonets.” Lenin’s faction of the Bolshevik Party 
was “as moderate as any Socialist Government which can control Russia.”54 
Had the Bullitt mission succeeded, the United States might have recognized 
the Soviet Union sixteen years sooner, perhaps helping to stem Japanese 
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aggression within Asia. It might have also decreased the US demonization 
of Bolshevism in Russia that fanned the flames of the Cold War after World 
War II.

Interventions in “the Far East”
Further east, as Chinese nationalism and discontent with the imperial 
system grew, civil war broke out in China in 1916. Between April 1922 and 
November 1923, Marines landed ashore five times to protect Americans 
during antiimperial turmoil.55 In 1926, forces loyal to Sun Yat- sen’s 
Kuomintang party launched a northern expedition and occupied the city 
of Nanjing, where there were increased attacks on foreign individuals 
and properties. US and British gunboats responded and suppressed the 
violence, but six foreigners, including one American, were killed in the 
violence.56

The biggest challenge to US isolationism outside of the Western 
Hemisphere during this period was the war in Manchuria, where China and 
Japan were fighting over control of the resource- rich territory from 1931 
to 1933. The US government was distracted by both the Great Depression 
at home and a split between those supporting the Japanese or Chinese 
governments, with different factions believing each was a better partner 
for the United States. Yet when Japanese aggression became a clear threat, 
the United States realized it needed to take sides. Thus, it tried to work 
with the League of Nations for the first time to limit any further Japanese 
action. But these multilateral diplomatic efforts were ultimately futile, and 
Japan withdrew from the League altogether. The United States then sent 
troops to Shanghai in 1932 to protect American interests in a dispute be-
tween Japan and China, and again in 1934 in Fuzhou to protect the American 
Consulate.57 Despite a pattern of aggressive expansionism and Japan’s breach 
of the disarmament treaties with the United States, the US government failed 
to intervene definitively to prevent the Japanese from occupying Manchuria. 
Part of its reluctance was due to the legacy of the Great Depression, as will be 
explained below.

World War II

The global economic depression and the turn to isolationism in the United 
States produced a variety of international effects. The economic crisis 
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originating in the United States, followed by the doubling down on US iso-
lationism, eventually discredited US- style democracy58 and inadvertently 
aided the rise of fascism, and to a lesser extent, communism, as alternatives. 
First in Italy, and later in Germany and Japan, the rejection of American de-
mocracy, driven by the perception that it was not accurately responding to 
the challenges posed by the Great Depression, encouraged the rise of fas-
cist political systems. The relative success of Germany and Italy especially led 
to further institutional emulation by other states. Even in the United States, 
doubts about the efficacy of American democracy emerged.

The Great Depression destroyed US national power capabilities into the 
1930s, but the mid- 1940s saw the rise of the most powerful United States of 
America yet. Figure 3.6 illustrates these swings. Paradoxically, the interwar 
era marked the United States’ lowest and highest levels of power yet for the 
country.

The rise of expansionary fascism and militarism set the stage for World 
War II, where US isolationist tendencies eventually had to contend with 
growing elite and public impulses to pursue global US interests, which 
culminated in a wide- range of attacks on US territory. Despite many efforts 
not to involve itself abroad, by the end of the interwar era, the United States 
had no choice but to flip its grand strategy and usher in an era marked by 
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US imperial power and involvement in distant conflicts within East Asia and 
Europe.

As efforts to disarm the great powers failed one by one and as the peace 
movement of the era appeared more futile, the road to World War II be-
came increasingly apparent. Nazi Germany expanded following the Austrian 
Anschluss and the Munich Conference, which permitted the annexa-
tion of the nominally German areas of Czechoslovakia, the Sudetenland. 
While World War II started in earnest in Europe after the German inva-
sion of Poland in 1939, the United States did not enter the war immedi-
ately. Continuing with its more isolationist tendencies characterized by the 
passing of increasingly lax Neutrality Acts in the 1930s, the United States also 
resisted joining the war during the Battle of Britain and the fall of France.

In East Asia, World War II began with the Second Sino- Japanese War in 
1937. The United States did not see any vital interests in getting involved 
militarily or aiding China before 1937, especially given uncertainties over 
US success amid rivalries between Chinese Nationalists and Communists. 
But after July 1937, as the United States watched Japanese forces sweep into 
the capital of Nanjing, US popular opinion swung in favor of the Chinese. 
Tensions with Japan rose once again when the Japanese Army bombed the 
USS Panay as it evacuated American citizens from Nanjing, killing three. 
The US government, however, continued to placate the Japanese by merely 
accepting an apology and indemnity at the time.

It was the Japanese expansion into Indochina in 1940 that finally triggered 
a strong response from the United States, partially due to the need to preserve 
an ally in the region and partially due to the growing internal Communist chal-
lenge. The United States formalized aid to China via increased Lend- Lease 
credits and initiated oil and military material embargoes on Japan. Ultimately, 
following the Japanese Neutrality Pact of 1941 with the Soviet Union and the 
agreement with Vichy France allowing Japanese forces to move into Indochina 
and advance south, the United States instituted a full export embargo against 
Japan, froze Japanese assets in US banks, and halted negotiations with Japanese 
diplomats. Overall, while the United States was still formally neutral, its eco-
nomic penalties limited Japan’s much- needed access to oil.59

Around the same time, Roosevelt secretly began aiding allies against 
German and Japanese aggression. Most notably, he relied on US diplomatic 
channels and attended a meeting with British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill off the coast of Halifax to work out the Atlantic Charter. While not 
a binding treaty, the charter helped enhance US war efforts. Furthermore, it 
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pushed the United Kingdom to commit to tangible war aims that were con-
sistent with American goals, showcased solidarity between the two powers, 
and crafted a vision of the Wilsonian post- war order based on the principles 
of international free trade, collective security, self- determination, among 
others. Still, Churchill hoped that the Atlantic Conference would bring 
America into the war, which it failed to do.

But the United States sent additional support through the Lend- Lease pro-
gram, which allowed the United States to lend or lease war supplies while 
technically staying neutral, ultimately expanding the program to more 
than thirty countries throughout the war. While remaining formally neu-
tral, American leadership was forced to deal once again with unrestricted 
U- Boat warfare from Germany trying to sink American ships. But it was 
the December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which was primarily 
an attempt to knock America out of the war before it joined and to free up 
oil assets, that propelled the United States into the war in both Europe and 
Asia. The next day, Congress declared war against Japan, and three days 
later the House of Representatives approved declarations of war against the 
Axis Powers of Germany and Italy. The war declarations led to the military 
campaigns in Europe (notably the Mediterranean theater first) and naval 
battles and island- hopping campaigns in East Asia.60

Initially, Japan had the upper hand in the Pacific theater, pushing the 
United States out of the Philippines, but American naval power eventu-
ally helped turn the tide and revoke Japanese territorial gains. The United 
States was able to recapture the Philippines and worked with allies in other 
parts of East Asia to push the Japanese back to the home islands. In the 
Mediterranean, the United States initially joined the war in the fight against 
Germany and Vichy France in North Africa, setting the stage to invade the 
European homeland through Italy at first and then through France. While 
the United States was focused on the Mediterranean and East Asia, its new 
ally the Soviet Union was dealing with the full thrust of Nazi forces invading 
its homeland, which compelled the United States and United Kingdom to 
open a second front in France.

After knocking Italy out of the war in 1943 and landing in France to lib-
erate it in 1944, the American victory over Germany came in April 1945. 
While the Soviet Union had faced an even larger struggle on the Eastern 
Front, both allies met in Germany and began planning how to keep German 
militarism from propelling future wars. But brewing Soviet resentment at 
American and British delays in opening a second front in France coupled 
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with American fears of Stalin’s ambitions made the celebratory meeting in 
Germany quite tense.61

The end of World War II marked the time when the United States became 
a world superpower. The United States emerged as the rescuer of Europe, 
which also effectively pulled the United States out of its economic depression 
for good as the US war production revved the economy to unprecedented 
levels. The end of World War II also prompted historic cooperation between 
the British, Americans, Soviets, and Chinese. In fact, during the Moscow 
Conference of the Foreign Ministers in 1943, these four allies signed a four- 
power declaration that spearheaded the creation of the United Nations, a 
“general international organization” designed to promote “international 
peace and security” that eventually evolved to include discussions of “four 
policemen” to monitor and respond to threats to international peace and 
security.62 By 1944, the US- led postwar international economic order was 
coming into being through the creation of the International Monetary Fund 
and World Bank at the Bretton Woods Conference. By October 1945, the 
United Nations had come into existence with the ratification of twenty- nine 
states, this time including the United States.

The end of World War II, however, also left a terrifying legacy in many 
parts of the world, including America’s use of the first atomic bomb against 
Japanese civilian cities twice, prompting Japan’s surrender in 1945. These 
weapons killed 150,000 people in just a couple of days. Fears over the de-
structive power of new nuclear weapons prompted international discussions 
on the creation of a world government that would regulate atomic technology 
to save humanity. During this time, the United States was unaware that the 
Soviet Union had well- placed sources to steal its nuclear secrets, paving the 
way for the Soviet’s atomic arsenal to challenge America’s.63

Thus, tensions still abounded, especially between the ambivalent World 
War II allies, the United States and the Soviet Union. Concerns over how to 
manage occupied Germany, the new distribution of economic and military 
power, ideological divisions over communism and liberal capitalism, and the 
postwar period led to disagreements and distrust that became the Cold War.

Conclusion

After World War I, US policymakers and the public alike were disillusioned 
with the consequences of internationalism and the steep human and financial 
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cost of global war. Many believed the United States would be better served 
with an isolationist foreign policy that safeguarded US domestic security 
and economic interests, only maintaining US primacy in the Western hemi-
sphere. Congress chose not to join the League of Nations, thus kneecapping 
the nascent organization and limiting the rise of multilateralism. The Great 
Depression only exacerbated this antiinternationalist sentiment, both by dis-
tracting the US government from dealing with international issues and by 
limiting the funds and thus the foreign policy tools available to do so. The 
rise of fascism continued unabated in Europe and growing tensions with 
revisionist powers such as Japan caused division within the American for-
eign policy apparatus. As historian Benjamin Rhodes writes, “If there is one 
thing that all commentators can agree on about United States foreign policy 
during the interwar period, it is that it was a time when a great many well- 
intentioned policies went awry . . . it is difficult to imagine a portrayal of 
American diplomacy from 1918 to 1941 as a bright, shining example of what 
should be done in the future.”64

However, the United States’ interwar dynamics appear to repeat them-
selves decades later. After the lengthy struggle in Vietnam through the 1960s 
and 1970s, and then the so- called endless wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in 
the 2000s, the American public was leery of further military engagements 
abroad and the legacy of America’s strategy of primacy. Amid the 2008 
Great Recession, then- presidential candidate Barack Obama vowed to pull 
US troops from Iraq and Afghanistan— a promise he knew would be well- 
received in a cash- strapped and war- weary electorate. Almost a decade 
later, his Republican successor capitalized heavily on this isolationist bent, 
as President Trump’s election- winning “America First” policy promised to 
halt wasteful spending abroad and focus on American strength and pros-
perity. Like in the interwar period, the Trump administration rejected 
multilateralism— pulling out of the Paris Climate Accords and the Iranian 
nuclear deal, disparaging North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies, 
and refusing to fund the World Health Organization (WHO).

Even with the end of the Trump administration, the forces of fascism, pop-
ulism, and ethnonationalism continue to gain traction across the world, with 
the United States often looking the other way as autocratic tendencies take 
hold in regions of interest, such as Eastern Europe, the Balkans, India, and 
East Asia. Today’s geopolitical arena is also crowded with revisionist powers 
similar to those that dominated the interwar era. Both China and Russia— 
like imperial Japan— are occasional partners of the United States, but their 
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landgrabs and rising military power pose serious challenges to US secu-
rity and the international order. The foreign policy establishment remains 
divided over how to best manage these power relationships, and a good 
number fear that great power conflict or even war is inevitable.65

If the interwar period taught US policy circles anything, it may be that iso-
lationism is not the answer to fears of hypermilitarism. Though the United 
States was not quite the established global leader it is today, a world absent 
of a strong US presence devolved into a war on an unprecedented scale. Had 
a global economic downturn not stifled international trade, had the League 
of Nations not been so ineffective, and had the United States extended its 
diplomatic and economic tools outward, perhaps the aggressive revisionist 
and fascist powers of the interwar era may have been deterred enough to 
avoid war.

The United States can thus learn from the mistakes of its past. This means 
renouncing its military- forward policies in the past decades and supporting 
the multilateral institutions it recently turned against. The United States 
should not tolerate the aggression and territorial seizures of China and 
Russia, eerily similar to those of Japan and Germany before them, but this 
doesn’t mean relying on direct military interventions either. America can 
instead rely on international organizations and allies to make aggressive 
actions costly to other states. The US government in the interwar period 
believed that World War I was an aberration; policymakers today should 
guard against such naiveté as well. In the current polarized geopolitical cli-
mate, diplomatic initiatives, economic sanctions, and other types of tools 
(including threats of force) should be adopted before the direct use of force 
to deescalate tensions and engage with the world. There are middle grounds 
available within US foreign policy that do not rely on either complete isola-
tionism or global imperialism and/ or primacy.
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America the Leader of the Free World

In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of 
unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military- 
industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced 
power exists, and will persist.1

President Dwight D. Eisenhower, farewell  
address, January 17, 1961

From secrecy and deception in high places; come home, America. From 
military spending so wasteful that it weakens our nation; come home, 
America.2

Senator George McGovern (D, SD), speech accepting the 
Democratic nomination for president, July 14, 1972

The United States emerged from World War II as a hero to its European 
allies and as a world superpower, largely unaffected by the devastation of 
the war. Indeed, World War II emboldened US industrial production, mil-
itary technological advancements, and the promotion of American values 
and institutions worldwide. The Soviet Union (USSR), however, emerged 
as a devastated country, with 40 million citizens killed in the fight against 
Nazi Germany. Although the United States and USSR emerged from World 
War II as allies, their power trajectories as well as early disputes over how 
to handle postwar Germany encouraged suspicion, fear, and rising milita-
rism between them. By then, the United States had already created, tested, 
and used the atomic bomb, threatening Soviet power. At the same time, the 
European balance of power shifted, and European states struggled to main-
tain their empires in the context of the decolonization movement. Thus, the 
United States and the Soviet Union remained as the two great powers of the 
era— one was staunchly capitalist while the other was communist.
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As this chapter will reveal, the United States was one of two superpowers 
in a new bipolar world order, driven by ideological, economic, and polit-
ical rivalries during the atomic age. During the Cold War era from 1946 to 
1989, the United States’ greatest objective was to deter Soviet Union expan-
sion, whether it be territorial, militaristic, economic, or ideological. Foreign 
policy specialists and leaders came to a shaky consensus on how to deal with 
the Soviet threat: the policy of containment, which demanded high diplo-
matic engagement alongside selective military involvement, to limit Soviet 
influence and power globally. As political elites broadened interpretations 
of the strategy of containment, another policy alternative lingered in the 
background: the doctrine of rollback. The persistent proponents of rollback 
pushed for greater, sustained US militaristic commitment to completely “roll 
back” new Soviet territorial gains in Europe and its political influence around 
the world. While muted for part of the Cold War, the rollback camp never 
fully disappeared. Instead, they came to push the policy of containment to-
ward more belligerent ways and shape US foreign policy decisions in the 
future.

During the Cold War, America established the signature institutions, 
including the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Department 
of Defense, which are at the forefront of US foreign policy and military 
formulations today. Most US military interventions during this era, both 
overt traditional operations and covert CIA operations, sought to main-
tain or change a foreign regime to contain communism and deter Soviet 
influence.

Despite its aggressive rivalry with the Soviet Union, the United States was 
still perceived as a strategic, often restrained, actor on the world stage, and 
one that stood for the sought- after principles of democracy, human rights, 
and capitalistic freedom. The Cold War spanned over four decades replete 
with political intrigue and frequent crises and contests. Instead of delving 
into the minutiae of the historical details, this chapter will outline the key 
foreign policy trends during the era, especially those that continue to relate 
to modern- day US foreign policy priorities and strategies. As with previous 
chapters, this chapter first synthesizes the grand strategy of the era, followed 
by a data snapshot of the dominant interventionist trends of the period. 
The chapter then offers a range of historical narratives that characterized 
US foreign policy. It concludes with a theoretical outline of the Cold War’s 
implications for the future of US foreign policymaking.
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Cold War Grand Strategy

Containment was not one specific grand strategy. Instead, it was an over-
arching framework that subsequent US administrations during the Cold 
War interpreted in different ways according to their changing situations, 
ideologies, and policy preferences. As political scientist Nina Silove argues, 
containment “did not mandate a specific set of means to be mobilized for 
particular ends.”3 John Lewis Gaddis, the leading chronicler of US grand 
strategy during the Cold War, emphasizes that there were “strategies of con-
tainment” during this period,4 but containment as an organizing principle 
held these together and led them to success: “The United States and its allies 
sustained a strategy that was far more consistent, effective, and morally justi-
fiable than anything their adversaries were able to manage.”5

The containment strategy was the result of a string of events and the 
work of several people, but George Kennan stands out as its chief architect.6 
“George Kennan came as close to authoring the diplomatic doctrine of his 
era as any diplomat in our history,” writes Henry Kissinger.7 Kennan, a junior 
diplomat at the time, was serving as the Chargé d’Affaires of the American 
embassy in Moscow, when he authored the Long Telegram in February 1946, 
which came to be the foundational document for the new strategy. “Despite 
its verbosity, the cable’s central theme was relatively succinct: ‘At the bottom 
of the Kremlin’s neurotic view of world affairs is [a]  traditional and instinc-
tive Russian sense of insecurity,’ ” writes historian James Chace.8 He con-
tinued, “Kennan stressed a program based not on military adventurism but 
on rehabilitating the ‘health and vigor of our own society,’ so that the Russians 
would be met at all contested points by the only thing they understood— 
strength.”9 The Long Telegram gave a new direction to US Soviet policy and 
propelled Kennan’s career forward. “The Long Telegram undoubtedly had an 
impact on the thinking of senior policymakers in Washington . . . Kennan’s 
message helped construct the intellectual supports for the already devel-
oping disposition of firmness towards the Soviet Union.”10

In May 1947, incoming Secretary of State George Marshall appointed 
Kennan to be the first director of the new Policy Planning Staff, charged 
with formulating America’s new foreign policy and grand strategy.11 Foreign 
Affairs magazine published Kennan’s article, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” 
under the pseudonym X because of Kennan’s official government position 
in July 1947. Although the article’s anonymity was supposed to prevent it 
from being seen as a reflection of official thinking within the administration, 
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Kennan’s name was soon leaked, and the article came to be considered the 
blueprint for the new US strategy vis- à- vis the Soviet Union. In the article, 
Kennan argued that “it must invariably be assumed in Moscow that the aims 
of the capitalist world are antagonistic to the Soviet regime,” and that “the 
main element of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union must be 
that of a long- term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian ex-
pansive tendencies.”12

Drafted somewhat hastily, Kennan’s article was quickly misunderstood 
to advocate for US opposition to Soviet communism wherever it reared its 
head. While this was not Kennan’s intention, it became the essence of the 
Truman Doctrine, delivered by President Harry S. Truman to Congress in 
March 1947. The Truman Doctrine arose during the Greek civil war between 
communists and a right- wing pro- Western government. When the British 
pulled out of the war due to financial issues, the United States feared the im-
minent victory of communist factions. This is when Truman delivered his 
speech to Congress to sway public opinion. Truman proclaimed that “it must 
be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting 
attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.” The 
tension between Kennan’s advocated strategy of mostly psychological war-
fare, shows of strength, and strong- point defense, and the Truman Doctrine’s 
“open- ended commitment to resist Soviet expansionism”13 defined the 
contested nature of US strategy making throughout the Cold War.

The first departures from Kennan’s containment concept occurred when 
the Truman and later Eisenhower administration adopted a rollback strategy. 
Truman codified the rollback in document NSC- 68 and then applied it 
during the US intervention in the Korean War. NSC- 68 “provided the blue-
print for the militarization of the Cold War from 1950 to the collapse of the 
Soviet Union at the beginning of the 1990s.”14 As Hal Brands argues, “what 
NSC- 68 represented . . . was an effort to fill the holes that were opening up in 
the nation’s strategic posture as commitments expanded and Soviet military 
power grew.”15

The Eisenhower administration continued zigzagging between contain-
ment and rollback. Initially, it adopted a rollback position when John Foster 
Dulles first became secretary of state, but in 1953 Eisenhower adopted 
NSC- 162/ 2, which essentially returned to containment. Eisenhower’s new 
strategy, whose foundations were seen in the 1955 defense budget, was the 
“New Look,” which emphasized the need to better balance ends and means. 
The new strategy also aimed to rely on strategic nuclear weapons with Dulles 
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saying, “local defenses must be reinforced by the further deterrent of mas-
sive retaliatory power.”16 In line with this strategy, Eisenhower involved the 
United States in conventional limited wars and enforced unprecedented ex-
ecutive authority in deploying US forces abroad without congressional au-
thorization. Indeed, his administration’s policies increased the influence of 
the executive branch in foreign policymaking and expanded America’s inter-
national responsibilities.

President John F. Kennedy broke with Eisenhower’s “New Look” and mas-
sive retaliation policies, offering “Flexible Response” in its place. “Kennedy 
was appalled by the cataclysmic consequences of the still- dominant military 
doctrine of massive retaliation . . . He strove to develop a strategy that created 
military options other than Armageddon and capitulation.”17

But the arrival of President Richard M. Nixon and National Security 
Advisor Henry A. Kissinger in 1969 brought about a major reformulation 
of US grand strategy once again. As Kissinger explains, “America’s nuclear 
superiority was eroding, and its economic supremacy was being challenged.” 
Despite these claims, however, this era of hyperinterventionism occurred 
amid economic growth, as Figure 4.1 illustrates. US GDP grew since World 
War II, with the vast majority of years showcasing economic gains from the 
previous year.
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Especially in the 1960s, the United States saw large, persistent increases in 
GDP per capita despite several oil crises. By the 1980s, these economic gains 
appear correlated to higher intervention frequencies per year, as illustrated 
in Figure 4.2. As shown below, by the 1980s, US intervention frequency 
increased from prior decades and the level of national interests remained 
constant at “medium,” whereas in decades prior, many interventions had 
exhibited “high” levels of national interest, yet the US less frequently.

To address the perceived decrease in US superiority at the time, as also 
evidenced in the decreasing National Material Capabilities index (CINC) in 
the figure above, the Nixon administration sought to create a new balance 
of power. This was a “strategy of transforming the two- power world into a 
strategic triangle” and was successful as it “managed to create a major in-
centive for Soviet moderation by achieving a dramatic opening to China.”18 
Nixon and Kissinger’s interpretation of the opportunities afforded to the 
United States within the international system of the time were instrumental 
in “ushering in the most sweeping changes in United States foreign policy 
since the idea of containment had first emerged two decades earlier.”19 The 
result was détente, an era of easing tensions with the Soviet Union and an 
alliance with China. The new strategy left its mark on US diplomacy for the 
rest of the Cold War. “It was Nixon’s focus on a new balance of power in Asia 
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to which Jimmy Carter would later turn in the face of Soviet expansion [in 
Afghanistan] . . . and that Ronald Reagan would refine and resource to push 
the Soviets out of the Pacific.”20

Unlike previous eras of US foreign policy and despite such different 
interpretations of containment among policymakers, American presidents 
did not seem to alter the trajectory of interventionism during the Cold War 
until Reagan. This may have occurred because there was still long- term con-
sistency in the perceived existential threats facing the country. Moreover, 
the United States held to relatively steady objectives and grand strategy 
throughout these decades, as long as the policy of containment remained in 
some form. We see in Figure 4.3, however, that President Ronald Reagan was 
an outlier as he spearheaded the rollback policy.

Reagan’s administration was responsible for a large spike in US military 
interventions, moving the maximum number of interventions per year from 
six (before Reagan) to eight— an increase of over 30 percent.

Whatever the continuities, Reagan denounced the Nixon- Kissinger 
strategy of détente, offering his vision in its place. Hal Brands argues that in-
deed “there was a Reagan grand strategy . . . It was premised on the idea that 
the Soviet Union was far weaker than it had looked in the late 1970s, and that 
the United States could take advantage of that weakness by exerting pressure 
in the military, economic, political, and ideological realms . . . Reagan’s grand 
strategy . . . was meant to capitalize on America’s competitive advantages 
vis- à- vis Moscow, to reverse the tide of the Cold War, and then to begin the 
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process of forging a more stable superpower relationship.”21 While Reagan’s 
statecraft strengthened America’s geopolitical position, “the president could 
not initially translate these gains into productive diplomacy with Moscow,” 
so he had to “execute a key tactical shift by toning down his incendiary rhet-
oric . . . and seeking to build trust with the . . . Kremlin leadership” in 1983 
and 1984.22 Thus, Reagan also saw a need to temper militarism and growing 
tensions with diplomacy and softer forms of engagement. His administra-
tion increased spending on radio programming such as the Voice of America 
and Radio Free Europe. It also spearheaded and completed a program of nu-
clear non- proliferation in the landmark Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(START).

When Mikhail Gorbachev attained leadership of the Soviet Communist 
Party in 1985, initiating the new policies of glasnost (openness) and pere-
stroika (restructuring), his “revised approach left the [US] administration 
well- placed to respond” to the changes in Moscow.23 As a result, US- Soviet 
relations significantly improved, America’s position was enhanced, and 
eventually the Cold War ended when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1989.

Even though Reagan is known for his victories during the Cold War ri-
valry, his administration promoted initiatives that heightened tensions and 
increased the risk of confrontations with the Soviet Union and its allies. He 
also oversaw significant increases in US defense spending that left a long 
shadow in the decades to come even in the absence of an archnemesis super-
power, as shown in Figure 4.4 using Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) military expenditure data.

Reagan’s administration sought to build a larger navy, deploy intermediate- 
range nuclear missiles in Europe, and militarize outer space via the Strategic 
Defense Initiative, which would prevent intercontinental nuclear missile 
warheads from reaching targets, amongst other projects.

Empirical Patterns of US Interventions, 1946– 1989

The United States undeniably emerged as a global hegemon after World 
War II, as seen in its many anticommunist interventions across the world. 
The United States wielded military force across all continents in about equal 
measure, except for sub- Saharan Africa as it rarely posed communist threats. 
The frequency of interventions increased dramatically after the 1970s. 
The United States intervened in proxy conflicts against the Soviet Union 
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consistently in Europe and East Asia, and by the late 1980s it heavily in-
volved itself in the Middle East under the Carter Doctrine, with sprinklings 
of antileftist conflicts in Latin America.

The United States increased its interventions from thirty in the interwar 
era to 104 during the Cold War, a 245 percent increase. The vast majority 
of target states leaned heavily autocratic, with a few exceptions in European 
targets and then Guatemala in the 1960s and Panama and the Philippines 
in the late 1980s. The United States often overthrew leftist governments in 
support of conservative, pro- US dictatorships. Figure 4.5 shows that almost 
30 percent of US interventions concluded in a stalemate, while 23 percent of 
them ended in a US victory.

Only a tiny fraction culminated with US surrender or victory for its oppo-
nent (State B). Comparatively, the United States was also more hostile to its 
target states than the target states were to it, as Figure 4.6 shows. The hostility 
gap increased dramatically from the mid- 1960s onward as the policy of con-
tainment grew to include even more interventions against perceived com-
munist threats worldwide.

Figure 4.7 indicates that building or maintaining foreign regimes was 
the second most frequent objective, after protecting US citizens, diplomats, 
embassies, and properties abroad. The third most common objectives were 
linked to territorial gains and social protection.24
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Historical Narratives of America the Leader, 1946– 1989

During the Cold War, the United States saw the Soviet Union as an existential 
threat— an ideological monolith bent on world domination and the spread 
of its communist system. The United States’ greatest objective was to deter 
Soviet expansion using all available foreign policy tools. It is unsurprising 
then that the Cold War era stands as America’s most military interventionist 
one, eclipsing all eras before it. In other words, this hypermilitarism reflected 
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the need to protect vital security interests against an archnemesis in a time 
of existential crisis for the country. American militarism also frequently 
occurred in response to another country’s hostilities. The United States and 
the Soviet Union did, however, manage to prevent a full- blown “hot” war 
between themselves by relying on diplomacy, threats of force, atomic deter-
rence via mutually assured destruction, and proxy wars across the globe.

Early Cold War: Occupation of Europe and Marshall Plan

By the end of World War II, the United States and its allies occupied Germany, 
Austria, Italy, and many other parts of Europe. In Germany and Austria, 
the United States, United Kingdom, France, and the Soviet Union split the 
country and the capital of each country into four zones to co- occupy the ter-
ritories. Eventually, these four zones merged into two— one overseen by the 
three western powers and the other by the Soviet Union. The Soviets initially 
believed the postwar occupation period would focus on reparations and 
deindustrializing Germany to prevent future wars. When the United States 
decided to implement a different strategy of reconstruction to avoid future 
conflict, it marked the beginning of the breakdown of bilateral relations.25

In the backdrop of the newly established Bretton Woods agreement in 
1944 and the creation of the CIA in 1947, the United States’ rising dominance 
continued to antagonize the Soviet Union. By 1948, the United States was 
spearheading the Marshall Plan to guard domestic European markets against 
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protectionist backlashes and Soviet influence. The Marshall Plan aided 
European economic recovery and post- war rebuilding and drew states closer 
to US economic, political, and cultural influences, but none of the Eastern 
European countries where the Soviet Union enjoyed influence or imposed 
new governments joined the US- led program. A clear line was being 
drawn, which was fully solidified in 1949 when the Soviet Union shut down 
American access to Berlin to coerce concessions and force the United States 
to withdraw. Instead, the Soviets backed down once the United States was 
able to organize an airlift of food and economic goods to resupply the city.

Beyond this, the Soviet Union and the United States began competing 
for political control in Western Europe. The Soviet Union retained influ-
ence with communist parties in France and Italy, where both were trying to 
win elections. In response, the United States used covert aid to help other 
parties win elections. At this time, Kennan sent the infamous Long Telegram 
outlining what he saw as Soviet efforts to establish more power and arguing 
for the United States to take active measures to contain Soviet influence.26

The creation of NATO in 1949 further formalized the Truman Doctrine, 
solidifying US military commitments to Western Europe. As the United 
States consolidated the NATO bloc in the West, the Soviet Union used its 
control in the East to set up the Warsaw Pact, cementing the lines between 
western and eastern Europe. A challenge to this order emerged in 1956 with 
the Budapest uprising in Hungary. But once the United States decided not 
to intervene in favor of those protesting Soviet influence and Soviet tanks 
flowed into the country, it became clear that overt intervention was a line 
that both sides wouldn’t cross in the newly emerging Cold War order. The 
two evenly matched nuclear powers started to understand how delicate the 
power balancing must be to avoid mutually assured destruction. Finally, 
in 1961, as the Soviets erected the Berlin Wall to stop defections from East 
Germany, they solidified the East- West lines in stone.27

In Asia: Occupation of Japan, Chinese Civil War, 
and Korean War

While the United States and the Soviet Union drew the Iron Curtain across 
the European continent, the Cold War was fought as much in Asia and as 
it was in Europe. Following the defeat of Japan in World War II, the United 
States occupied the country, reorganizing its politics while also keeping the 
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emperor as a figurehead. During this period, General Douglas MacArthur 
was the de facto emperor of Japan, ruling via edict while the United States 
reconstructed the country in its liberal image. As the Soviet threat grew, 
Japan became a more reliable American ally. At the same time, the United 
States retook control of the Philippines, neglecting to follow through on its 
promise to grant the country independence, and took over the international 
mandates Japan held for various pacific island territories after World War I, 
administering them as UN trust territories.28

Civil war continued in China between the Soviet- supported commu-
nist force (CCP) under Mao Zedong and the American- backed Republic 
of China (ROC) forces under Chiang Kai- shek. As Japanese troops were 
surrendering, American forces in East Asia attempted to keep the Japanese 
military in place in Manchuria to allow time for ROC forces to arrive. But 
Soviet forces pressured the Japanese to surrender and send all captured 
weapons to the CCP. Eventually, Mao and the communist forces won the 
battle for mainland China in 1949, and ROC forces retreated to Taiwan. 
The United States did not recognize the Communist Chinese government 
as legitimate for many years, instead maintaining that the ROC was the 
rightful government of China, which prompted recurring conflict in the 
region.29

China’s Communist revolution permanently altered the balance of power 
in the region, with the United States now left to rely on Japan as its main 
anticommunist ally in East Asia. In Washington’s eyes, it became more im-
portant than ever to safeguard some of the other key regional players, such as 
Korea and Vietnam, from the communist menace.

The United States and Soviet Union split another former Japanese terri-
tory, Korea, into a northern and southern occupation zone. Both took total 
control over their newly occupied territories, building new government 
institutions, and both sides wanted to reunify the country into one. In South 
Korea, a communist insurgency began with support from the north, and 
clashes along the border started in 1950. As this happened, US Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson did not include South Korea as part of his outlined 
strategic Asian defense perimeter, which some argue was a key indicator 
allowing the Soviet Union to permit North Korea’s military action aimed at 
taking back control of the South. While the United States was surprised by 
the invasion from the North, they were able to receive support from the UN 
(largely because of a Soviet boycott) to intervene in the war.
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The Korean War clearly reflected the expansion of the containment doc-
trine from diplomatic threats to alliances to direct military interventions. 
Korea also marked the beginning of US military interventions within the 
so- called third world, culminating in the Vietnam War from 1965 to 1973. 
Given its staunch anticommunist ideology, the United States interpreted the 
Korean War as a coordinated plan of communist domination by Moscow, 
rather than just an internal civil war between two local factions. Truman 
saw America’s intervention as an exercise of his new containment doctrine, 
where communist expansion needed to be resisted all around the world.30

Eventually, American- led forces arrived to help South Korea push 
North Korea back across the 38th parallel and even further towards the 
Chinese border. Irregular Chinese intervention then managed to prevent 
an American and South Korean victory. With fighting mainly coming to a 
standstill, a ceasefire with borders along the 38th parallel was reached once 
again. At various points throughout the war, the United States threatened 
to use atomic weapons, especially if China intervened. This was one reason 
why China used irregular forces to intervene instead of its traditional mil-
itary. But fears of Soviet nuclear retaliation also made it hard for Truman 
and others to authorize nuclear attacks, indicating for the first time that nu-
clear parity might be at work. While the war was never officially ended and 
American troops remain in South Korea, there has not been a resumption of 
full- scale hostilities since 1953.31

The Cold War was not limited to competition in Europe and East Asia 
near the Soviet Union’s borders— it was truly global, extending to decolonial 
struggles and featuring competition in the Western Hemisphere. The United 
States saw any leftist government as a potential vector for the Soviet Union to 
challenge American power. By 1953, partially due to the Defense Production 
Act of 1950, US military production ballooned to seven times the amount in 
1950 and the army had grown by 50 percent.32

In 1953, the United States tacitly aided the overthrow of Iran’s newly 
elected leftist government to reinstall the conservative and US- friendly Shah. 
CIA operatives identified local proxies who were willing to act in accord-
ance with US interests in exchange for large sums of cash. While the coup 
successfully removed the leftist Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh who 
sought to nationalize oil resources, replacing him with General Fazlollah 
Zahedi who became a reliable American ally, it also stoked anti- American 
sentiments, ultimately helping to foment the Iranian revolution of 1979 and 
the rise of a virulently anti- American Islamist regime.33
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After the Korean War, the United States also sent military aid to French 
forces fighting communist- led anticolonial factions in Indochina. While the 
United States did not directly intervene to help French forces at Dien Bien 
Phu in 1954, it did provide material support before it began directly aiding 
the South Vietnamese noncommunist government. In February 1955, the 
United States sent 327 military advisors to assist South Vietnamese forces, 
contributing not only tactical and strategic advice and training, but also di-
rect logistical support, such as flying helicopters. The number of advisors 
continued to rise in the years ahead, culminating in the Vietnam War.34

In Latin America: CIA Operations in Guatemala, Cuba, and 
the Dominican Republic

The United States was even more attuned to potential leftist uprisings in 
Latin America, making its foreign policy especially militant and corrosive. 
The driving fear behind its interventions was that the United States could 
lose the Cold War by failing to perpetuate its political ideology in its own 
backyard as the Soviet Union did in Eastern Europe.35 Leftist parties in Latin 
America, with real or perceived ties to the Soviet bloc, were often banned, re-
pressed, or toppled by military coups backed by the United States.36 In Latin 
America in particular, leftist transformations were seen as a manifestation 
of anti- Americanism and a challenge to the US- led socioeconomic order, 
causing the United States to respond with force. Competition for political he-
gemony therefore drove US interventions in Latin America.

Most notably in the early Cold War, the United States sponsored the over-
throw of Jacobo Árbenz Guzman and the installation of a right- wing govern-
ment in Guatemala in 1954. The intervention showed how the competitive 
and fearful mindset in Washington ushered in an exaggerated idea of com-
munist proliferation in the region and promoted military interventions to 
protect corporate interests.37 A 1944 revolution in Guatemala resulted in 
successive democratically elected leftist governments, culminating in the 
1950 election of Jacobo Árbenz. In 1952, the Truman administration au-
thorized an unsuccessful Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) collaboration 
with the Nicaraguan dictator Anastacio Somoza to put Guatemalan general 
Carlos Castillo Armas in power. For the rest of Truman’s presidency, the ad-
ministration remained hesitant to directly aid Guatemalans on the ground 
trying to overthrow Arbenz.38
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By 1954, Árbenz wanted to shift the country toward a more autonomous 
economy that relied on its natural resources, increased employment rates, 
and encouraged the development of a diverse, technologically oriented 
economy.39 In building this new economic structure, Árbenz announced an 
agrarian reform bill that would expropriate and redistribute idle land from 
landowners to produce more staple foods, rather than goods for export.40 
At this time, Guatemala’s United Fruit Company leveraged the saliency of 
anticommunist fervor in the United States and launched a publicity cam-
paign against the agrarian reform bill based on the communist conspiracy 
(rather than economic grievance) to gain support from an already sym-
pathetic US audience.41 Thus, the agrarian bill quickly became fodder for 
Washington’s predispositions to view Guatemala’s reforms as a marker of 
communist influence. Stoked by the United Fruit Company campaign, fear 
of communism ultimately led the United States to intervene in Guatemala.

The United States organized a CIA task force to arrange for a new 
Guatemalan leader and run a campaign to influence public opinion. 
Subsequently, the United States passed a resolution stating that communist 
control of any country would justify “appropriate action in accordance with 
existing treaties.”42 When the Árbenz administration imported a shipment of 
Soviet- sourced arms in anticipation of a potential US invasion, Washington 
became furious and supported the troops of its preferred leader, Castillo 
Armas. A CIA psychological warfare campaign, PBSUCCESS, helped per-
suade people that a major invasion was imminent, resulting in the defection 
of the Guatemalan military. Árbenz quickly resigned in fear.43 Washington 
was now practiced in both creating and supporting coups.

The United States then turned its anticommunist attentions to Cuba, 
where it wanted to dislodge Fidel Castro’s regime and place a right- wing 
government back in control. By 1959, the Eisenhower administration came 
up with the idea to leverage its existing CIA task force infrastructure in its 
dealings with the Castro regime in Cuba. The overly confident administra-
tion thought a similar operation to the one that succeeded in Guatemala 
would function just as smoothly, assuming Castro would capitulate to US 
pressure as quickly and painlessly as Árbenz did. This eventually culminated 
in the disastrous Bay of Pigs operations where American support for Cuban 
exiles was supposed to lead to an invasion and domestic uprising. But the 
utter failure of the operation reinforced Castro’s position in Cuba. While 
the United States continued to seek ways to overthrow his regime, it never 
succeeded.44
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Ironically enough, the Cuban government anticipated a US interven-
tion after its actions in Guatemala. This may have even influenced Cuba to 
adopt more militant policies as a means of better protecting the country from 
American intervention. These preemptive defensive security responses, such 
as nuclear proliferation programs, have become commonplace across Middle 
Eastern and South Asian countries in the post- 9/ 11 era.45

Partially due to the United States’ regime change aspirations and hos-
tility, Cuba and Soviet ties grew, which led to the Soviet Union’s decision to 
place missiles in Cuba. This kicked off the Cuban Missile Crisis, raising real 
concerns that the Soviet Union and the United States were about to start a 
global nuclear exchange. But despite bouts of miscommunication and co-
ercion, the crisis was resolved through cautious diplomacy, with the Soviet 
Union removing its missiles in Cuba and the United States removing some 
missiles from bases in Turkey.

The Dominican Republic was another regular target of aggressive US be-
havior as the United States did not want the country to become “a second 
Cuba.”46 From 1960 to 1965, the United States engaged in its largest interven-
tion in Latin America since the inauguration of the Good Neighbor Policy. 
Attempts to sway domestic politics in the Dominican Republic began years 
before the US military intervention. Economic sanctions against Rafael 
Trujillo began with Eisenhower’s attempt to isolate the Dominican Republic 
from Cuba, and Kennedy expanded those sanctions to coax a more liberal 
political system.47 In early 1961, the United States was also operating a co-
vert anti- Trujillo campaign involving the transfer of small arms and “sabo-
tage equipment” to dissidents with links to political assassins.48 The failure at 
the Bay of Pigs paused its actions in the Dominican Republic, but the United 
States remained prepared to invade if there was any sign of a new communist 
takeover.49 Kennedy wanted credit for the eventual removal of Trujillo but 
needed to avoid being accused of assassinating a foreign leader.

In May 1961, a group of US- supported dissidents assassinated Trujillo. In 
November 1961, when two of Trujillo’s brothers returned to regain control of 
the country, Secretary Rusk warned that the United States would not “remain 
idle.” By the next day, US military attaches were encouraging key Dominican 
Air Force officers to oppose the Trujillos, and US Navy jets were seen flying 
over Santo Domingo.50 The next day, both the New York Times and the Wall 
Street Journal reported that the US government was prepared to land US 
Marines, if necessary. On November 20, the Trujillo brothers and a plane-
load of relatives and close associates left the Dominican Republic. Fearful of a 
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left revolution among anti- government protests and unrest, the United States 
actively pressured and achieved the regime’s departure with the threat of mil-
itary intervention and constant military presence near the country’s shores.

In May 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson, despite the disapproval of his 
civilian advisors, used Eisenhower’s original Guatemala playbook once more 
to intervene in the Dominican Republic after the overthrow of the Trujillo 
regime spiraled into a civil war. The goal was to prevent the installation of 
a leftist government and another Cuban revolution. In a televised address, 
Johnson acknowledged that the military intervention in the Dominican 
Republic was motivated by anticommunist objectives, stating, “What began 
as a popular democratic revolution that was committed to democracy and 
social justice moved into the hands of a band of communist conspirators.”51 
The Organization of American States (OAS) authorized an inter- American 
force to restore order on May 6. US forces reached their zenith of 24,000 
troops a few weeks later and cleared the rebels from Santo Domingo by May 
20th. A ceasefire was established the next day, and within a week the Inter- 
American Peace Force assumed command and US Marines began returning 
home.52

Many consider the relative success in the Dominican Republic to be the 
basis for future American interventions in Haiti, Grenada, and Panama. 
However, the unilateral American intervention and subsequent approval 
from the OAS seriously damaged both the prestige of the United States in 
Latin America and the regional perception of the OAS as an independent 
body. And despite all its interventions in the region, the United States’ main 
target, the communist Castro regime, remained in place. Cuba continued to 
support leftist movements throughout the rest of the Cold War, which the 
United States tried to overthrow or defeat using a range of tools, including 
covert operations in places like Guatemala and Nicaragua.53

Crisis Event: The Vietnam War and Beyond

The Vietnam War formalized America’s more militant version of contain-
ment and altered international expectations and perceptions of US for-
eign policy. After France withdrew its forces, Vietnam was temporarily 
partitioned on the 17th parallel between North Vietnam and South Vietnam 
and the two sides were to hold a national election to determine how to unify 
again. Instead, 1956 brought about a partition into two separate states, with 
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the communists under Ho Chi Minh ruling the North and the US- backed 
Ngo Dinh Diem regime governing the South. The United States provided 
military and financial support, fearing “contagion”— if Vietnam fully fell to 
communist forces, it could create a domino effect across the entire region. 
But the United States struggled to get its local allies to pursue its preferred 
policies. The United States used various tools to support Diem, including 
psychological operations trying to make the communists in the North look 
more nefarious, and consulting on how best to rig national elections. Most 
importantly, however, the United States advised the Diem regime in its fight 
against communist rebels as the Viet Cong continued its insurgency in South 
Vietnam.54

By 1957, tensions between North and South Vietnam intensified. In July, 
North Vietnamese forces bombed a military base and killed several US 
officers. In May 1960, the United States responded to increased aggression 
in Vietnam by doubling the number of military advisors in the country from 
the original 327 to 685.55

As the Cold War intensified in the early 1960s, Southeast Asia became an 
important battleground with multiple proxy conflicts where the two rival 
superpowers took alternate sides. Vietnam was rapidly becoming the most 
important proxy battle. After President Kennedy’s election, American mil-
itary efforts in Vietnam escalated with an increased desire to show resolve 
and prevent communism from spreading in Southeast Asia. By the end of 
1961, Kennedy increased the number of military advisors embedded within 
South Vietnamese military units to over 3,400 and increased the amount of 
financial assistance to the South Vietnamese army to $144 million a year. By 
1964, the US military presence in Vietnam expanded to 23,000 troops.56

Yet with the US- backed regime failing to make a dent in the insurgency 
and struggling to gain control of rural areas, support grew for overthrowing 
Diem as the leader of South Vietnam. Unfortunately, an internal coup in 
1963 only fractured the government of South Vietnam further, benefitting 
Northern factions.57 By 1965, the United States was left with two choices— 
get out and let the local government deal with the communist forces or be-
come more involved in the conflict by directing the war in the countryside 
against the Viet Cong.

After Kennedy’s assassination, President Lyndon B. Johnson escalated the 
war in Vietnam. The United States reinstituted the draft to begin an American 
ground war effort in South Vietnam and initiated a strategic bombing cam-
paign in North Vietnam, to compel the North to stop aiding the insurgency 
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in the South. The strategic bombing operation, Rolling Thunder, dropped 
over a million tons of ordnance, including attacks in neighboring Laos to 
prevent North Vietnamese forces from using the Ho Chi Minh trail in the 
country. The strategic bombing and ground campaign failed, however, and 
the failure eventually prompted Johnson not to seek reelection.58

With the election of Richard Nixon, the new focus was to build up the do-
mestic South Vietnamese forces and reduce the number of American troops 
in the country. Nixon also tried to use strategic bombing to help push the 
North Vietnamese to the negotiating table and encourage a ceasefire agree-
ment. He also controversially widened the scope of the intervention to target 
sites in Cambodia as well as Laos.59 Eventually, the United States and North 
Vietnam reached a ceasefire agreement that allowed Nixon to achieve his 
promise of removing American troops. However, after the withdrawal of US 
forces in 1973, the South Vietnamese military was not strong enough to resist 
renewed Northern aggression, and Saigon fell in 1975.60

The Vietnam War was the longest and most unpopular American war of 
the twentieth century. US operations were extensive, costly, and destruc-
tive.61 Approximately 2,594,000 American troops served in Vietnam, and the 
entire intervention cost $732 million.62 Around 2 million civilians on both 
sides were killed throughout the conflict,63 and perhaps most shockingly, 
6.7 percent of the overall civilian population in North and South Vietnam 
perished.64

Détente and Nixon Goes to China

Beyond ending America’s most unpopular and destructive war, the Nixon 
administration also reduced hostile relations with the two largest communist 
powers, the Soviet Union and China. First, Nixon made a concerted effort to 
deescalate tensions with the Soviet Union and find ways to reduce the likeli-
hood of nuclear escalation following the crises of the 1960s. The two powers 
engaged in arms control talks to decrease nuclear stockpiles and discussed 
normalizing relations. This eventually led to the Anti- Ballistic Missile 
(ABM) Treaty and the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) I agreement 
in 1972, which reduced the number of deployed nuclear warheads, as well 
as the Helsinki Accords of 1975, which normalized relations between the 
NATO and Warsaw Pact blocs and accepted the principles of free elections 
and fixed borders.65
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While the efforts did not fully normalize US- Soviet relations, they did 
prompt some improvements through joint space missions and increased ag-
ricultural trade. The Soviet Union was also involved in helping the United 
States end the war in Vietnam. Some leaders in the United States, however, 
were concerned about normalizing relations too much without concessions 
on human rights issues, particularly the Soviet Union’s refusal to let the 
Soviet Jewish population and others emigrate from the country. As such, 
the Jackson- Vanik Amendment was passed, tying US trade deals with the 
Soviet Union to allowing emigration. There were also remaining concerns 
about communist expansion, so proxy wars in Latin America, South Asia, 
and elsewhere continued. The era of détente ended with the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan and Reagan’s election.66

The Nixon administration was also interested in normalizing relations 
with communist China, especially following the break between the Soviet 
Union and China. It made perfect sense with its power- balancing strategy 
to foster closer ties with China. Before the 1970s, Chinese intervention in 
the Vietnam War and the development of Chinese nuclear weapons made 
US- China relations perpetually hostile. But in 1972, Nixon traveled to the 
country and was the first American president to recognize the legitimacy of 
the communist Chinese regime. The meeting in China allowed the United 
States and China to take the first step towards a settlement on the Taiwan 
issue and led to normalized relations in 1979. After 1979, the United States 
did not have formal diplomatic contacts with Taiwan but did continue its 
arms sales. US- China relations mostly progressed in this positive matter 
throughout the rest of the Cold War until the Tiananmen Square protests in 
1989.67

Late Cold War: The Middle East’s Oil Crisis and 
the Carter Doctrine

During the late Cold War, the United States increased its involvement and 
intervention in the Middle East, which cast a long shadow in US foreign 
policy. The 1973 Yom Kippur War began when Egypt crossed the Suez, and 
not only raised tensions between Israel and the Arab world but also between 
the Soviet Union and the United States. The UN brokered a ceasefire ending 
the 1973 war, and Egypt and Israel signed the Camp David Accords in 1978, 
giving captured territory back and reducing tensions permanently between 
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the states. One of the most significant legacies of the 1973 war was the oil 
crisis it produced. Arab oil producers imposed an embargo on the United 
States and its allies for supporting Israel in the war, massively raising global 
oil prices even after the embargo ended. While the embargo did not force 
Israel back to its 1949 borders, it did permanently increase the effectiveness 
of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in the in-
ternational economy and showed how these tools could be used to pressure 
American foreign policy.68

During the Carter administration, several different crises set up the fu-
ture of US policy in the Middle East. First, following the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan and the fear of increased Soviet assertiveness in the Middle 
East, articulated the so- called Carter Doctrine to ensure the Persian Gulf 
remained free of outside influence. Initially, the strategy was premised on 
keeping the Soviet Union out of the region and led to the formation of US 
Central Command (CENTCOM). Eventually, however, Reagan morphed 
the doctrine into ensuring the stability of Saudi Arabia and deterring threats 
from other regional powers. Most importantly, the doctrine laid the ground-
work for a permanent US presence in the Middle East and provided justifica-
tion for various interventions to stabilize the region and oil prices.

The Iranian Revolution and subsequent Iran- Iraq War, however, trig-
gered another global oil shock and large economic effects.69 In 1979, the 
Carter administration responded to growing instability in Iran, where the 
pro- US Shah was overthrown and the American embassy was stormed, with 
American diplomatic staff taken hostage for more than 400 days. Carter tried 
to negotiate an end to the hostage crisis and launched a military rescue mis-
sion, but both efforts failed. Iran only released the hostages after the election 
of Reagan. While Iran was once seen as one of the twin pillars of stability in 
the region, from 1979 onwards it became a chief threat to American interests.

In 1980, Iraq invaded Iran, launching the Iran- Iraq War, with both sides 
attempting to become the dominant power in the region. The United States 
nominally supported Iraq, providing some nonmilitary aid, but primarily 
sought to prevent an Iranian victory. For most of the 1980s, the United States 
retained a heightened military presence in the Strait of Hormuz (which Iran 
had threatened to close off) with naval and air power, partly to maintain 
certain protected international zones for commercial shipping. Finally, the 
1983 Marine barracks bombing in Lebanon cemented the dislike of the new 
Islamic Republic among American policymakers. At the time, US Marines 
were participating in a multinational force enforcing a ceasefire following the 
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1982 crisis between Israel, the Palestine Liberation Organization, and var-
ious Lebanese factions when terrorists linked to Iran bombed their barracks. 
While Reagan eventually removed American forces from Lebanon and sold 
arms to Iran as part of the Iran- Contra affair, the legacy of distrust and dislike 
continue to loom over relations.70

Late Cold War: From Afghanistan to the Berlin Wall

Détente ended after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Coupled with 
Reagan’s election, the Cold War heated up again as both sides pursued more 
assertive foreign policies. The Afghanistan war was meant to be a quick mil-
itary mission to prop up the government after an internal conflict but turned 
into a decade- long quagmire for the Soviet Union. The United States, how-
ever, supported the Afghan mujahideen militarily against the Soviets and the 
Soviet- imposed regime, primarily by providing covert military aid through 
the CIA and collaborating with Pakistan to help fund the rebels.

The so- called Reagan Doctrine emerged, with the United States supporting 
every anticommunist movement in the world in an attempt to turn back 
the tide of communist expansion. Finally, the supporters of rollback got 
their wish. Rather than containment, in places like Afghanistan, Angola, 
Cambodia, and Nicaragua there was a concentrated effort to roll back com-
munism and support all rebels fighting against communism anywhere in the 
world. This mostly included supplying arms, but it led to many covert US 
interventions to provide funding and weapons during civil conflicts. The co-
vert funding was most controversial in Nicaragua where the United States 
sent weapons to the Contras, a US- backed insurgency, made up of former re-
gime elements, carrying out more terrorist acts than the local anticommunist 
insurgency. Eventually, Congress forbade sending aid to the Contras, which 
the Reagan administration tried to overcome by illegally selling arms to Iran 
to gain resources to send to the Contras.71

As part of its rollback strategy, the Reagan administration also made a con-
certed effort to turn back on nuclear cuts and engage in a new form of tech-
nological arms racing. The expectation was that greater arms racing, coupled 
with lower oil prices, would significantly strain the already dysfunctional 
Soviet economy. This included new attempts at grand strategic advances such 
as the Strategic Defense Initiative, colloquially known as “Star Wars.” These 
efforts led to a few nuclear scares as military exercises and broken sensors 
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indicated possible first strikes of a major war. However, after Gorbachev came 
to power in the Soviet Union, there was a desire to reduce tensions that could 
lead to an accidental nuclear war. Relations thawed between Gorbachev and 
Reagan, which allowed for nuclear arms control talks to take place, including 
the signing of the Intermediate- Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty that 
reduced the number of intermediate nuclear forces deployed in Europe.72

In 1989, during George H. W. Bush’s presidency, the Cold War finally came 
to an end as the Berlin Wall came down. Protest movements and revolutions 
against the communist system broke out, and the United States watched 
the Warsaw Pact and Soviet sphere of influence break down. As communist 
regimes fell, the United States was involved in two crucial decisions about the 
future of European politics: the reunification of Germany and NATO expan-
sion. Indeed, these two issues remain connected. Some argue that the United 
States promised not to expand NATO further toward the Soviet Union after 
it consented to German reunification. In 1991, however, when the Soviet 
Union fully collapsed and fifteen separate republics emerged in the after-
math, the United States remained the sole great power in the international 
system, giving it the opportunity to rethink American power and American 
military strategy.73

Conclusion

The United States and the Soviet Union emerged from the ashes of World War 
II as political allies only to transform into existential rivals. A cycle of fear 
and paranoia grew as the Sovietization of East- Central Europe intensified 
with the Soviet Union eliminating noncommunist forces across the region 
and coercing countries into the Soviet economic system. The United States 
now saw the Soviet Union as an illiberal rival and threat. At the same time, 
the Soviets saw the United States as a threat as well, endangering its economic 
and security interests in its own backyard.

Whether founded in reality or not, the Cold War was perceived by both 
rivals as an existential crisis of identity— where a rival’s successes and 
influences could wipe out the other, both politically and ideologically. 
Throughout this era, US leadership believed that many leftist movements, 
causes, or factions were directly inspired or organized by Moscow and other 
communist elements. The United States believed the Soviet Union sought to 
expand its power and communist system globally and eventually even invade 
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the United States. In this cycle of mutual paranoia and fear, both the United 
States and Soviet Union built up massive militaries and invested in new, 
highly destructive weapons systems while sending their troops to all areas of 
the world to balance out the other rival in proxy conflicts.

Realist theory tends to see the Cold War through the lens of power and 
security interests. It interprets the era as one of stability brought about by the 
bipolar distribution of power and by the balancing of the two superpowers 
against each other. In this view, the Cold War is known as the long peace, 
brought about by successful deterrence and power balancing.

However, we cannot ignore the reality that both the United States and the 
Soviet Union eventually caved to ideological motivations. The United States 
involved itself in regions of little to no security interests just to prevent the 
rise of communism, such as the war in Vietnam. The Soviets did the same 
thing in Afghanistan. In this perspective, the United States didn’t fear Soviet 
power expansion alone in the traditional sense as it also feared the spread of 
Soviet ideologies across the world. Thus, the Cold War was, in part, a clash of 
two globally expansionist ideologies, which had its origins in America’s viru-
lent anti- communism since the early 1900s. If these ideological motivations 
and perceptions were not fanned by policymakers, then perhaps the level of 
militarism might have been lower, saving many lives in the process.

The ideological perspective supplements the leaner security- based per-
spective on the Cold War. Since the United States believed that all socialist 
leaders and movements in other countries were controlled by Moscow, they 
were also seen as direct threats to US economic and security interests. No dis-
tinction was made between Soviet- dominated communist regimes and so-
cialist movements globally. Without such a dogmatic perception, the United 
States would not have assumed many of the civil wars and leadership changes 
in developing countries directly affected US security interests, reducing the 
incentives to intervene.

But US interventions during this time also served the interests of America’s 
capitalist and industrial classes. Instead of balancing its power against a rival 
or fighting back against communism, this economic perspective sees the 
Cold War as a sort of economic imperialism, where the United States needed 
to protect emerging markets and safeguard private property rights abroad. 
If the Soviet economic system were to replace the US capitalist system in 
many parts of the world, including in the new states arising from decolonial 
movements, it would cut off potential markets for US industries and inter-
national capital. And it wasn’t just the Soviet Union that was a threat in this 
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game. All global revolutionary movements, whether linked to the Soviets 
or not, threatened capitalism too if they wanted to nationalize industries or 
limit capitalism.

Ultimately, no matter which perspective of the era one prefers, the Cold 
War ended with a political, economic, and ideological victory for the United 
States. The United States emerged as the world’s uncontested hegemon in the 
1990s. With unrivaled military power, the United States could determine 
when, where, and whether to intervene while arguably facing fewer existen-
tial threats to its homeland.
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5
America the Unipolar Hegemon

We live in a peaceful, prosperous time, but we can make it better. For a 
new breeze is blowing, and a world refreshed by freedom seems reborn. 
For in man’s heart, if not in fact, the day of the dictator is over. The to-
talitarian era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves from an 
ancient, lifeless tree.1

George H. W. Bush, inauguration speech, January 20, 1989

A new breeze was blowing in the wake of the Cold War. The United States 
stood alone as the liberal world hegemon, beginning its unipolar reign laden 
with values- based missions of democratization and free market promotion. 
But its unrivaled power was a double- edged sword for the progression of US 
foreign policy. The United States lost its sense of purpose with the fall of the 
Soviet Union. No longer driven by the acute security challenges that its Cold 
War grand strategy rested upon, the post– Cold War era required a reorien-
tation of US grand strategy. The United States needed to identify a new set of 
national interests to pursue. This proved difficult.

From 1990 to 2000, the United States held to the self- proclaimed good 
intentions of democratization, human rights promotion, nuclear nonprolif-
eration, and free market expansion. Its new direction was evident in policies 
like humanitarian military interventions, multilateral and post- conflict state 
building operations, and a range of international free trade deals meant to 
ensure regional cooperation and interdependence. Despite its increasing in-
fluence and power during this era, the United States continued to rely on 
diplomacy and trade as pillars of its foreign policy, on top of its growing but 
more multilateral militarism.

The new era got off to a good start. The Bush administration handled the 
collapse of the Soviet Union rather effectively and supported Germany’s 
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reunification shortly afterwards in 1990. America’s first big military in-
tervention in the 1990s was the quick ejection of Iraqi forces from Kuwait 
during the Gulf War in 1991. It was a resounding success, denoting the zenith 
of America’s military power and multilateral influence.

But its more “principled” approach also blurred the means and aims of 
America’s new grand strategic vision. Despite its democratic ideals, as-
tounding power, and international respect, US leadership floundered in 
identifying a new coherent grand strategy in the post– Cold War era and 
applying it consistently and successfully across political crises. There was no 
unifying security threat to prioritize.

Taking office in 1993, President William J. Clinton’s administration 
championed the resolution of nontraditional security threats. This in-
cluded military interventions in distant civil wars and other human rights 
crises, and later anti- drug trafficking initiatives and nuclear nonproliferation 
efforts. Clinton also attempted to defend US economic and traditional secu-
rity interests via multilateral tools, which was evident in the administration’s 
renewed commitment to NATO, the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) and later the World Trade Organization (WTO), and other 
international economic institutions.2

But the Clinton administration failed to offer a coherent grand strategy, 
preferring to focus on domestic politics and respond to international events 
and crises as they occurred in an ad- hoc manner. This lack of a guiding grand 
strategy revealed itself in the selective application of humanitarian norms. 
There were relatively successful humanitarian military interventions like in 
the Balkans in 1999, but silence and nonintervention during the Rwandan 
genocide in 1994.3 The 1993 Somalia intervention showcased the logistical 
flaws behind Clinton’s humanitarian grand ideals, while the delayed US 
intervention in Bosnia in 1995 highlighted the truly reactionary nature of 
US interventionism during this time. A unifying grand strategy could have 
offered some structure and consistency to US foreign policy, allowing the 
world’s hegemon to redefine or broaden its post– Cold War national interests 
in a consistent manner. If only it had one.

Nonetheless, despite the Soviet Union’s demise, this era did perpetuate 
some of the key trends of the Cold War, including the US military pres-
ence in strategic parts of Eurasia and the containment of Iran and Iraq.4 The 
United States also continued to accept new NATO members from the former 
Eastern bloc and preserve its interests in resource- rich Central Asia.5 And 
the United States continued to push its neoliberal standards globally and 
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support imperfect neoliberal institutions that allowed continued access to 
new markets and opportunities to exploit internal crises.6

In this chapter, we first analyze grand strategy trends during the unipolar 
era of US foreign policy before tracing patterns of US military interventions 
during the 1990s. With these larger patterns in mind, we then look at piv-
otal moments in which the United States employed its foreign policy vision 
and tools, perhaps most significantly during the 1999 NATO intervention in 
Kosovo.

The Unipole’s New Grand Strategy?

As Charles Krauthammer wrote when the Soviet bloc collapsed, the United 
States found itself in its unipolar moment: “The immediate post- Cold War 
world is not multipolar. It is unipolar. The center of world power is the un-
challenged superpower, the United States, attended by its Western allies.”7 
Victory, however, also brought uncertainty for America. In the absence of 
a great power challenger or clears goals defined as national interests, the 
United States found itself without a grand strategy. The foreign policy es-
tablishment engaged in the “Kennan sweepstakes,” the search for a new US 
grand strategy and grand strategist like George Kennan. As political scien-
tist Colin Dueck recalls, Anthony Lake, the new national security adviser in 
1993, suggested each member of the new foreign policy team had the chance 
to become the next Kennan by developing a new grand strategy to replace 
containment.8 While no one ever won the Kennan sweepstakes by defining a 
single, lasting grand strategy, subsequent administrations constructed their 
own versions of what such a grand strategy should look like.

George H. W. Bush inherited the task of overseeing the successful con-
clusion of the Cold War and creating what he called “a new world order.” 
He is considered one of the best foreign policy presidents in US history by 
numerous scholars, and in Joseph Nye’s assessment, “like Eisenhower, he 
was among the most experienced men in international affairs to occupy the 
presidency, and this gave him excellent contextual intelligence.”9 Although a 
highly qualified and successful leader, Bush never presided over the creation 
of a new US grand strategy, nor was he interested in such an approach. When 
it came to grand strategy, “Bush is famous for saying ‘I don’t do the vision 
thing.’ ”10 Nevertheless, Bush’s diplomacy with the Soviet Union, his state-
craft in bringing about the peaceful reunification of Germany within NATO, 
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and his decision to intervene in the Gulf War with a multilateral coalition, 
all laid some of the foundations of a grand strategic posture in the post- Cold 
War era. These foundations included a unifying spirit in overcoming the 
adversities of the Cold War, internationalism, collective security, multilater-
alism, and military interventionism.

In the 1990s, the United States moved from waging predominantly unilat-
eral interventions to waging more multilateral ones, often sanctioned by the 
UN. As Table 5.1 confirms, US militarism after 1990 was characterized by 
a dramatic increase in bilateral, multilateral, and UN- based military opera-
tions relative to unilateral operations, which had consisted of nearly 80 per-
cent of all US interventions prior to the 1990s. The years from 1997 to 1999, 
however, saw the United States briefly revert to its old unilateral ways, as the 
UN could not reach a consensus on many humanitarian interventions that 
the United States and other Western actors wanted to conduct.

The Clinton administration continued to build on these internationalist 
foundations while designing a new grand strategy. James Boys writes,

In his statement unveiling the grand strategy, President Clinton insisted 
that although the Cold War was over, American leadership remained es-
sential. Accordingly, the administration’s policy was founded on three 
principles: “maintaining a defense capability strong enough to underwrite 
our commitments credibly,” American economic strength at home and 
abroad, and the assertion that “the best way to advance America’s interests 
worldwide is to enlarge the community of democracies and free markets 
throughout the world.”11

Table 5.1 US Military Intervention Types, 1776– 2019

Type of Intervention # Share

Pre- 1945 Unilateral 137 78.3%
Bilateral/ Multilateral 38 21.7%

1945– 1989 Unilateral 66 75.9%
Bilateral/ Multilateral 17 19.5%
UN 4 4.6%

Post- 1990 Unilateral 56 57.7%
Bilateral/ Multilateral 28 28.9%
UN 13 13.4%
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In his inauguration address in January 1993, Clinton highlighted a vi-
sion of interdependence and his expanded understanding of national 
interests: “To renew America, we must meet challenges abroad as well as at 
home. There is no longer a clear division between what is foreign and what 
is domestic. The world economy, the world environment, the world AIDS 
crisis, the world arms race: they affect us all. Today, as an older order passes, 
the new world is more free but less stable. Communism’s collapse has called 
forth old animosities and new dangers. Clearly, America must continue to 
lead the world we did so much to make.”12

The Clinton Doctrine was dubbed by some as “Engagement and 
Enlargement” after the title of the 1996 National Security Strategy.13 
Secretary of State Warren Christopher said, “In the latest round in a 
century- old debate between engagement and isolationism, the United 
States chooses Engagement.”14 National Security Advisor Anthony Lake 
coined the term “Democratic Enlargement” as he believed the successor 
to containment must be “enlargement of the world’s free community of 
market democracies.”15 A key part of enlargement was the transformation 
of NATO for the new world order, including the integration of three former 
Soviet bloc countries and the creation of the Partnership for Peace to build 
relationships with other states in Europe and the former Soviet Union. 
According to Zoltan Feher, “NATO became a comprehensive forum for 
East– West security cooperation during the 1990s and therefore a stable 
stakeholder in global security.”16

In pursuing engagement and enlargement, Clinton’s strategy built on 
Bush’s foundations of military interventionism and collective security. Such 
a grand strategic posture led the United States to carry out humanitarian 
interventions in Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Kosovo in the 1990s. 
Critics called this “liberal interventionism” or “liberal hegemony.” In polit-
ical scientist Barry Posen’s view, “Liberal Hegemony is a costly, wasteful, and 
self- defeating grand strategy.”17 Debates around liberal interventionism and 
its legacy continued throughout the 1990s and beyond.

As Figure 5.1 shows, presidents Bush and Clinton maintained similar 
military intervention patterns during this era of US economic growth and 
unipolarity, highlighting the importance of systematic factors, rather than 
individual personalities, in making foreign policy.

US grand strategy was inconsistent and blurry during its unprecedented 
power in the 1990s. The data reveals a much more interventionist America 
during its era of unipolarity, but also one that enjoyed the support of its allies 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404667523 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



America the Unipolar Hegemon 181

and bolstered multilateral institutions to safeguard interdependencies and 
cooperation.

Empirical Patterns of US Interventions, 1990– 2000

The post– Cold War era found the United States intervening at least once 
per year in different parts of the world. During the 1990s, the United States 
sought to protect human rights and promote democracy abroad, at least rhe-
torically. Thus, it is no surprise that the United States intervened in regions 
with a high proportion of civil wars and intrastate crises.

By the mid- 1990s, the United States started to involve itself more fre-
quently in conflicts in the Middle East, cementing its military presence in 
the region. This was followed by a steady rise in interventions in intrastate 
conflicts in sub- Saharan Africa, as illustrated in Figure 5.2. The United States 
undertook almost half of its military interventions within the continent of 
Africa during its unipolar moment, with 39 percent of them in sub- Saharan 
Africa and 13 percent in the Middle East and North Africa. As its involve-
ment in the Middle East and Africa rose, US military interventions in Latin 
America and the Caribbean declined to their lowest numbers yet, with Haiti 
as an outlier.

The humanitarian military operations in the Western Balkans were infre-
quent outliers. These interventions occurred in the aftermath of years of US 
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inactivity or diplomatic efforts to resolve the crises in the Balkans. Therefore, 
during the 1990s, military interventionism was still framed as the last resort 
for US foreign policy, often with dire humanitarian consequences as in the 
case of nonintervention in Rwanda.

Overall, the numbers of US interventions dropped from 104 cases in the 
previous era to 46, a 56 percent decline in intervention frequency. Yet these 
numbers can be misleading since the unipolar era was much shorter than 
earlier eras of US interventionism. In comparing eras by intervention rates 
per year, we see an astounding increase in the rate and hostility of US mil-
itarism in the 1990s, as Figure 5.3 highlights. In the 1990s, US intervention 
rates almost doubled from their Cold War levels, and hostility levels18 remain 
elevated as well, despite the end of the US- Soviet rivalry that justified hyper 
militarism in previous decades.

Despite the high intervention rates, the United States was also reluctant 
to intervene during numerous ongoing genocides, such as in Rwanda and 
Bosnia. Thus, the United States had the luxury of selecting where to inter-
vene, where to rescue only its own citizens, and where to stand down without 
sacrificing its own vital interests or security as the world hegemon.

This era reveals a paradox between US intervention frequency and power 
capabilities as measured by CINC. As Figure 5.4 illustrates, the United States 
intervened at higher rates in pursuit of less vital national interests during this 
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era. While it did not have any peer competitors, CINC also indicates that US 
power capabilities were lower than previous peaks, particularly right after 
World War I and World War II. But the United States still enjoyed global 
primacy across economic, political, military, and cultural sources of power, 
marking unipolarity for the United States, if only for a moment in time.

Without major geopolitical rivalries or clear and vital threats to homeland 
security, it is not surprising that the United States originated only 20 per-
cent of its conflicts during this era— the lowest proportion out of any era— as 
shown on Figure 5.5. Instead, the United States responded to existing crises 
as a third- party actor. This pattern did not last after 2001.

The United States experienced a boom in economic prosperity in the 
1990s, including drastically lower unemployment rates and a rise in inter-
national exports. GDP per capita grew exponentially through the early 
1990s, peaking in 2000. These patterns of economic growth seem to corre-
late with greater frequency of interventionism more so than CINC power 
capabilities do, as shown in Figure 5.6. It is important to note that the eco-
nomic prosperity and power capabilities of a country reflect different societal 
indicators— one reflects the growing prosperity of the average citizen, ideally, 
while the other reflects the much narrower indicator of military power. At 
times, these two measures of growth can be seen as trade- offs: does a country 
such as the United States invest more in domestic economic production and 
job growth or does it invest its money and time into building up its defense 
industry, which is separated from the domestic experiences of most citizens?

Despite the end of the Cold War military buildup, US military spending by 
the late 1990s equated to one- third of total global military spending, which 
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can partially be explained by the economic boom that defined the era.19 But 
the United States did not just rely on military and economic might; it had 
a wide network of values- based alliances that served as “force multipliers” 
across the world, helping the United States to use its political credibility and 
soft, cultural, and intellectual power to pursue its goals, like democratiza-
tion.20 Figure 5.7 shows that almost all target states were marked by highly 
autocratic regimes, with the Central African Republic in 1996 and Russia in 
2000 being exceptions.

Interventions often justified to democratize target countries or defend 
human rights enjoyed a very high rate of initial success, as shown in Figure 
5.8. Over 60 percent ended in a US victory and 6 percent in a yield by the 
target state. The United States’ unrivaled power and normative influence 
made it impossible for target states to emerge victorious, signaled by the com-
plete lack of State B victories. But short- term victories are not the full story 
as many of these interventions were followed by long periods of postconflict 
rebuilding with varying levels of success and shared sovereignty between the 
United States (often through NATO or the UN) and the target state, which 
would come to further define US foreign policy in the post- 2001 era.
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Because the United States mainly acted as a third party to existing conflicts 
during the era, its comparative hostility levels are more balanced relative to 
the target state. Indeed, there are several instances in which the target states 
employed greater hostility against the United States, as depicted in Figure 5.9.
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It should come as no surprise that the United States intervened mostly in 
pursuit of social protection objectives during this time. In some instances, it 
also toned down its hostility levels by narrowing its intervention mandates 
to the protection of only American citizens and properties abroad during 
an intrastate conflict, as in the tragic case of Rwanda in 1994. This pattern 
of intervention objectives displayed in Figure 5.10 represents a stark foreign 
policy change from the Cold War era, which prioritized the maintenance of 
favorable foreign regimes and policy objectives.

Ultimately, much of US foreign policy and interventionism in the 1990s 
relied on the rhetoric and objectives of universal human rights. Figure 5.11 
traces the Physical Integrity Index and frequencies of US interventionism. The 
Physical Integrity Index is an additive index constructed from torture, extra-
judicial killing, political imprisonment, and disappearance indicators ranging 
from 0 (no government respect for rights) to 8 (full government respect).21 The 
graph reveals that the United States intervened in countries with extremely low 
levels of human rights protection.

But it is difficult to separate the negative effects of the US intervention from 
the humanitarian catalysts for intervention in the first place. In other words, 
while humanitarian objectives were widely used to justify US foreign policy 
choices in the 1990s, it is unclear whether US foreign policy contributed to 
an amelioration or further degradation of human rights within the target 
countries during this era.
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Historical Narratives of America the  
Unipolar Hegemon, 1990– 2000

As the world’s sole remaining superpower, the United States could use its 
power to promote cooperation or foment division. It could provide benign 
global leadership, public goods, and peace or embark upon a road of ruthless 
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imperialism, war, and domination.22 Unipolarity is historically rare, so few 
knew what to expect in 1990, and many worried about the stability and du-
rability of a unipolar system.23 Some even thought the United States would 
revert to an isolationist stance, given its behavior after World War I. But one 
thing was clear— the post– Cold War era brought uncertainty for America. In 
the absence of a great power challenger, the United States found itself without 
a unifying grand strategy.24

Within the ten short years of the era, the United States ramped up its rate 
of interventionism relative to all previous eras. Most of the interventions 
targeted the Middle East, North Africa, and sub- Saharan Africa, regions 
where the United States previously played a relatively minor militaristic role. 
Moreover, the fundamental characteristics of the interventions changed. 
US foreign policy was based on the inconsistent application of a murky vi-
sion that never fully formed. Unlike its former self, the unipolar America 
intervened predominantly within intrastate crises, usually relying on hu-
manitarian justifications to build political will among its allies. NATO troops 
and planes were often sent to places of the world that previously had little to 
no bearing on traditional US national interests.

The Beginning of America’s Perpetual Interventions  
in the Middle East

Prior to 1990, US policy in Iraq was based on economic and political 
incentives to placate Saddam Hussein’s behavior, without military threats. 
Some critics later blamed this soft, conciliatory approach for causing the Gulf 
War, saying that if the Bush administration adopted a tougher approach in-
cluding direct military threats the war may have been avoided.25

On August 2, 1990, the Iraqi army invaded and occupied neighboring 
Kuwait. Though the Bush administration’s condemnation was swift, the 
United States was likely aware of Saddam’s aims beforehand and may have 
unintentionally encouraged the invasion. One interpretation of the US dip-
lomatic initiative prior to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait goes as follows. On 
July 25, the US ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, met with Saddam in 
Baghdad, and she emphasized language from a previous cable by Secretary of 
State James Baker that the United States had “no opinion” on the border dis-
pute with Kuwait.26 Later, Glaspie was asked to deliver Bush’s cable response 
orally, which stated that the administration “continues to desire better 
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relations with Iraq.”27 Interpreting this statement as a signal that America 
would step aside, Saddam invaded Kuwait the following week. But Glaspie 
wasn’t as directly to blame as the original narrative assumes. At the time of 
her meeting, the administration had yet to formulate and share a decision on 
how the United States would respond to an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, partially 
because most US elites did not view an invasion as probable.28

Incredulous as the administration was of the invasion, the administration 
viewed the Kuwait conflict as the first real test of Bush’s “new world order” 
promoting democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. Officials feared that 
if they let Saddam get away with the invasion, it would set an ominous prece-
dent to other dictators around the world, so they stressed the need for imme-
diate action to enforce America’s new world order.29

After the invasion, the United States froze Iraq’s and Kuwait’s assets in 
America. The United States then enlisted the help of the United Nations 
to galvanize world opinion against Iraq. The UN Security Council unan-
imously adopted Resolution 660, which called for Iraq’s withdrawal from 
Kuwait, and Resolution 661, which imposed severe economic sanctions 
against Baghdad. At the same time, reports emerged alleging that the CIA 
and Army Special Forces were covertly encouraging and supporting Kuwaiti 
resistance movements against Iraqi forces.30 And diplomatic efforts at the 
UN culminated with Resolution 678 on November 29, which authorized “all 
necessary means”— meaning war— to remove Iraqi troops from Kuwait if 
Saddam failed to withdraw by January 15, 1991.

While economic and political pressure increased on Iraq, the United States 
and its allies prepared for the armed liberation of Kuwait. Between August 
and November 1990, the United States and its many coalition partners 
deployed over 400,000 troops to nearby Saudi Arabia as part of Operation 
Desert Shield and were thus prepared for military action when Saddam did 
not meet the January 15 deadline set by the UN.31

With all diplomatic efforts failing to convince Saddam to withdraw from 
Kuwait, Operation Desert Storm officially began on January 16. Phase one 
included an air campaign targeting Iraqi command and control centers 
in Kuwait and Iraq in addition to its air bases and nuclear and chemical 
weapons facilities. On February 24 (day thirty- nine of the war), the second 
phase of the campaign began, which took only 100 hours to complete. Phase 
two involved a ground campaign with Marine forces invading Kuwait from 
Saudi Arabia and forcing Iraqi troops back to the border. On February 27, 
the US- led coalition forces entered Kuwait City, liberating the country and 
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declaring a ceasefire the next day.32 By the end of the operation, the United 
States had deployed 532,000 troops, 1,800 aircraft, and 120 ships, on top of 
the many military resources deployed by its allies.33

The Bush administration made the conscious decision not to pursue Iraqi 
troops into their own territory or attempt to overthrow Saddam’s regime, 
believing instead that a weakened army and internal revolutions would de-
stabilize his government.34 But this prediction proved incorrect, and Saddam 
cracked down on the civilian population with a vengeance to maintain power.

The Gulf War showcased American military superiority and reinvigorated 
a fighting force that was demoralized by Vietnam. The United States, how-
ever, also incurred substantial battle deaths, with 1,948 people dying across 
all military service branches. Yet these numbers were eclipsed by the deaths 
incurred by Iraqi forces and by civilians. Iraqi forces suffered 50,000 to 
100,000 deaths, while an estimated 100,000 to 200,000 civilians died.35 In the 
end, the Gulf War did not have the long- term stabilizing effects that the Bush 
administration desired. Murtaza Hussain also notes that the Gulf War was 
the first militant enforcement of liberal and democratic peace in the post– 
Cold War era. According to Hussain, “As a power that believes its values are 
universal, the United States seems to be unable to view illiberal states as com-
pletely legitimate, making it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to pursue 
good- faith diplomacy with them . . . This ‘liberal intolerance’ of political dif-
ference has helped fuel bloody proxy conflicts that may have been avoided 
had the United States been more willing, at least on principle, to accept the 
sovereignty of its rivals.”36

After the war ended, Saddam’s violent campaign against Iraq’s civilian 
population prompted the United States to maintain a military presence in the 
area for the remainder of the decade. But unlike the original operation that 
enjoyed massive international support and UN approval, future US opera-
tions in Iraq, especially in the late 1990s, did not garner the same amount of 
multilateral support.

The United States waged its first clear humanitarian military intervention 
to protect the Kurdish civilian population in northern Iraq, after Baghdad 
violently suppressed an internal revolt.37 By April 1991, there was an urgent 
humanitarian crisis with more than 1.5 million Kurdish Iraqis taking refuge 
in the bordering areas between Turkey and Iraq. The US military interven-
tion aimed to rescue over one million Kurdish refugees, create a safe envi-
ronment in northern Iraq, and then return Kurdish refugees to their homes. 
The United States and its allies relied on air power to deliver needed supplies 
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including water, food, and medicine, and built temporary camps in the 
border areas to shelter refugees. To provide a secure environment, the United 
States and its allies deployed ground forces in northern Iraq and established a 
no- fly zone and a no- drive zone to prevent Iraqi air forces from crossing the 
36th parallel. The United States also reconstructed damaged electrical plants 
and water distribution systems to help refugees return home. Up until the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, the United States and its coalition continued to try 
to prevent further Iraqi aggression against the Kurds, warning and targeting 
Iraq’s antiaircraft missile sites.38

In September 1992, the United States and its allies created another no- fly 
zone south of Iraq’s 32nd parallel to halt Saddam’s targeting of the Shi’a mi-
nority population and to force the government to comply with the ceasefire 
resolution.39 In addition to continued American military involvement in 
Iraq for decades to come, the Gulf War paved the way for an established US 
presence in other parts of the Middle East. Continuing US troop presence 
was welcomed in Saudi Arabia, and the Navy’s Fifth Fleet and stationed on-
shore in Bahrain. Military cooperation with the United Arab Emirates and 
Oman also increased following the Gulf War.40

Thus, the United States started the 1990s on a high note with the fall of the 
Soviet Union and the victory in the Gulf War creating a sense of confidence 
in America’s cultural and military supremacy and in its ability to enforce its 
new world order. At first, the Bush administration hoped to resolve the dis-
pute through diplomatic and economic channels, but when sanctions and 
diplomacy failed to force Saddam out of Kuwait, it ushered in a preference for 
the quick and decisive nature of military force, one that would carry through 
to his successor. New security cooperation agreements, troop deployments, 
eager allies, and no- fly zones in the Middle East normalized the notion of a 
US military presence in far- off regions to protect foreign lives and promote 
global peace.

Humanitarian Interventions in Somalia,  
Haiti, but not Rwanda

In the 1990s, the United States’ drive to democratize the world went hand in 
hand with the new phenomenon of humanitarian military interventions. It 
also often overlapped with regime change operations that went beyond hu-
manitarian protection and stopping aggression. The United States began to 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/46119/chapter/404667523 by U

niversity of Southam
pton user on 13 July 2023



America the Unipolar Hegemon 193

intervene within humanitarian crises. As seen in Figure 5.12, the majority of 
US military interventions in the 1990s included social protective objectives 
for the target country.

The Bush administration followed limited humanitarian objectives. Even 
in the aftermath of the Gulf War, Bush refused to oust Saddam Hussein de-
spite his grave human rights record. Bush even refused to invest in robust 
postconflict peacebuilding structures. Instead, Bush held to a limited doc-
trine of national interests and a more limited view of when to intervene on 
behalf of human rights.

But Bush inconsistently applied this limited doctrine in the case of Somalia 
in 1993, an intervention ending in disaster due to mission creep, despite 
good intentions. In April 1992, the UN Security Council voted to establish a 
humanitarian operation in Somalia, where a drought had increased political 
competition between warlords and ultimately created a humanitarian dis-
aster with widespread starvation, forced displacement, and violence against 
civilians. But the small contingent of UN peacekeepers did not have the re-
sources or the mandate to protect supplies or force political change on the 
ground. In the last few weeks of his presidency, Bush sent 25,000 US troops 
to assist the peacekeepers and provide food and medical assistance with the 
idea that they would eventually be replaced by UN forces.41

By the time Clinton took office, American public opinion on US involve-
ment in Somalia had soured, compelling Clinton to immediately seek a way 
out. The US intervention in Somalia culminated in the October 1993 clash 
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in Mogadishu when 18 American troops were killed and 78 wounded. Soon 
after, Clinton announced that American troops would depart and no longer 
pursue the capture of Somalia’s most notorious warlord, Mohammad Farah 
Aideed.42

Still, Clinton believed in “assertive humanitarianism” and robust democra-
tization of nations around the world. As many of Clinton’s cabinet appointees 
were members of Carter’s administration, they often pushed for more mili-
tary deployments to defend human rights. But the Clinton administration’s 
policy towards humanitarian crises was reactive. Clinton was not willing to 
risk American lives or spend more American money on these humanitarian 
missions— he simply wanted liberal hegemony on the cheap.43

The loss of the eighteen troops in Somalia also caused the Clinton admin-
istration to recalculate its willingness to use the military to protect human 
rights. After Somalia, Clinton set guidelines governing American support 
of humanitarian interventions worldwide, deciding that the United States 
would only commit troops if US interests were threatened or the crisis posed 
significant danger to international peace and security or human rights.44 It’s 
likely that Somalia prevented the Clinton administration from intervening 
to stop the genocide in Rwanda, where there was little national interest or in-
ternational pressure to act.

Clinton’s next challenge came in Haiti, where a military coup led by 
Lieutenant General Raoul Cedras overthrew the country’s first democrati-
cally elected president, Jean- Bertrand Aristide, in 1991. Cedras and his mi-
litia conducted a brutal campaign to eliminate opposition, and gruesome 
images of massacres were broadcast worldwide. Forceful in his desire to re-
store democracy and end suffering, Clinton and the United Nations sent a 
220- strong peacekeeping force on the USS Harlan County. However, the ship 
was turned around upon entry to Port- au- Prince by protestors, providing a 
significant blow to American credibility.

Undeterred, the United States continued to push the United Nations to 
take stronger action against the regime. On July 31, 1994, the UN Security 
Council passed Resolution 940, allowing the American- led multinational 
coalition to use “all means necessary” to remove the military leadership in 
Haiti.45 But due to a last- minute diplomatic breakthrough under the threat 
of force, a deal was brokered to transfer power back to Aristide. The planned 
military operation with 25,000 troops readied for invasion was shifted to a 
peacekeeping mission. US troops landed peacefully in Haiti, and Aristide 
returned to the country on October 15, 1994.46 Given Haiti’s military 
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weakness and strategic location, the almost- humanitarian intervention was 
relatively low- risk for US forces and there were also geopolitical risks beyond 
humanitarianism to consider.

Amid the turmoil and indecision over military operations in 
Somalia and Haiti, the Rwandan genocide was rapidly killing hundreds 
of thousands of Tutsis and moderate Hutu citizens. Paralyzed by its 
embarrassments after the incidents in Somalia and with the USS Harlan 
County, the Clinton administration chose not to intervene in Rwanda, 
instead focusing solely on getting Americans out of the troubled country. 
The speed of the murder of civilians on the ground also presented with 
vast logistical challenges, amongst other factors that muted possible in-
tervention. As the US Ambassador to the UN Madeline Albright later 
stated, the outcomes of previous peacekeeping efforts affect future 
decisions; “When people want to know why we didn’t do something in 
Rwanda, they all play together.”47

The United States did, however, intervene in Rwanda after the gen-
ocide ended. On July 22, 1994, Clinton announced Operation Support 
Hope, pledging $250 million in aid and humanitarian relief to the almost 
one million refugees in nearby Zaire. The operation was run through the 
White House’s national security advisor, in conjunction with the Defense 
Department, US Agency for International Development, and chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff— with the State Department notably absent. The US 
military airlifted food, provided access to clean water, and rebuilt basic infra-
structure for the thousands of refugees.48

While the military interventions in Clinton’s first term were defined by 
their humanitarian nature, national interest began to play a greater role as 
his presidency continued, and the president was much less eager to deploy 
troops overseas. Clinton ultimately decided to intervene in the Balkans in 
the late- 1990s, albeit hesitantly, because public pressure to do so became so 
immense after the massacre in Srebrenica. He also feared the United States 
would look weak if it failed to intervene in Europe, a continent of much 
greater strategic interest and normative ties with the United States than 
Africa. But military action in the Balkans (both in the first conflict and in the 
war in Kosovo that followed in 1999) was limited to airstrikes and NATO- 
led bombing campaigns, as Clinton was still skeptical of putting boots on 
the ground in a foreign conflict that did not directly implicate American na-
tional or economic security. In the cases of Bosnia and Kosovo, the United 
States first tried to employ multilateral mechanisms like sanctions and arms 
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embargoes in lieu of military action, but in both cases ultimately capitulated 
to a limited usage of force.

Crisis Event: Humanitarian Interventions in the Balkans

As cracks started to appear in the Soviet Union, the former state of Yugoslavia 
also began to fracture, marking the start of a long series of wars that would 
force millions to flee their homes and leave over 140,000 people dead 
throughout the Balkans by 2000.49 The United States was initially hesitant to 
intervene in civil wars that it believed were driven by ancient ethnic and re-
ligious hatreds in the Balkans, but it supported NATO blockades to enforce 
UN sanctions on Yugoslavia, both by sea and by air via a no- fly zone starting 
in 1992.50

As a candidate, Clinton criticized the Bush administration’s inaction in 
the Bosnian war, but he changed his tune once in office, choosing to con-
tinue the trend of US noninterventionism in the Balkan wars. The United 
States mostly limited itself to providing humanitarian relief. It airlifted food 
and supplies, supplied Bosnian Muslims with arms, and supported European 
diplomatic efforts, but refused to take military action. Until his departure 
from government in 1993, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell 
was firm that the United States did not have significant interest in the con-
flict and would thus not allow American intervention in Bosnia.51 In addi-
tion, neither Congress nor the public supported committing US troops to 
the region, despite public knowledge of the ongoing humanitarian atrocities. 
The Clinton administration tried instead to contain the problem, hoping 
public attention would be soon diverted elsewhere.52 It tried to downplay the 
atrocities committed in Bosnia as just another Balkans civil war enflamed by 
“ancient hatreds,” until the pressure to “do something” became too intense 
and action was necessary.53

The international community’s hand was forced after the Serbian mas-
sacre of 8,000 Bosnian Muslim civilian men and boys at Srebrenica in July 
1995. Srebrenica was meant to be a “safe zone” for Bosnian Muslims, guarded 
by UN peacekeepers. Thus, the horrifying massacre was both an embar-
rassment and a horrible failure for the international community. After the 
United States and its allies failed to stop the horrors of Srebrenica, the United 
States and NATO decided the status quo could not hold, launching a “peace 
enforcement” operation to break the Serbian siege of Sarajevo. Almost 
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300 NATO aircraft undertook a bombing campaign targeting Serb storage 
depots, armories, repair facilities, and command and control nodes. By 
September 1995, nearly all Serb command headquarters and major defense 
posts were destroyed, indicating the effectiveness of air power.54

Later, the United States engineered a diplomatic breakthrough with the 
Dayton Accords in 1996, though the agreement was considered imperfect 
by all parties. Richard Holbrooke, the chief US negotiator, leveraged the in-
cessant NATO bombing campaign to force the Bosnian Serbs to capitulate, 
thus ending the war. But Holbrooke was not satisfied with just a ceasefire— 
he wanted an agreement that would create a “unified, democratic, multi-
ethnic, and tolerant Bosnia.”55 Though a laudable goal, its ambition and 
top- down approach made the agreement difficult to enforce and placed too 
many demands on the international community that subsequently went un-
fulfilled. Moreover, the ethnic divisions created by the agreement continue 
to prescribe an ethnicity- obsessed policy approach to managing the Balkans.

Left out of the Dayton Accords, the ethnic Albanian- majority territory of 
Kosovo descended into intrastate violence in 1997, when the Serbian state 
cracked down on ethnic Albanian Kosovar separatists and also targeted ci-
vilian populations in an ethnic cleansing campaign.56 The Serbian strongman 
Slobodan Milošević’s ethnic cleansing policies led to the expulsion of 1.5 mil-
lion ethnic Albanians from Kosovo, the rape of more than 20,000 women, 
and the murder of more than 10,000 civilians.57 But even after the failure 
to stop the Srebrenica genocide, the US government again hesitated to in-
tervene in Kosovo. It was only in 1999, after many years of lukewarm diplo-
macy and after Secretary of State Madeline Albright convinced Clinton of 
the severity of the humanitarian crisis, that the United States and NATO un-
dertook a bombing campaign— without UN approval— against Serbia. The 
Kosovo intervention became a precedent- setting case of humanitarian mil-
itary intervention— it was the first time since the founding of the UN that a 
group of states, led by the United States, acted outside of international and 
domestic institutions to breach another state’s sovereignty on solely human-
itarian grounds.

While Clinton initially promised the American public that ground troops 
would not be sent to the conflict, Serbian targets proved resistant to NATO 
bombing. Clinton publicly affirmed in April 1999 that “all options were on 
the table” regarding military force.58 However, the superiority of American 
air technology— including stealth bombers and precision- guided munitions 
that cost the United States an estimated $2.3 billion— forced a NATO victory, 
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with some deeming it the latest “revolution in military affairs.”59 Though 
this new technology was hailed for its effectiveness and precision, between 
489 and 529 civilians died in NATO’s bombing campaign.60 NATO’s inter-
vention did help force Serbia out of Kosovo, potentially stopping further 
ethnic cleansing and humanitarian atrocities. After a decade of NATO and 
European Union supervision, Kosovo declared unilateral independence 
from Serbia with US and EU support in 2008.

In the case of the Kosovo crisis, it is also important to note that it took 
years for the United States to consider the human rights abuses as worthy of 
military intervention. In other words, the United States relied on its military 
as a last resort when employing them toward humanitarian objectives in the 
Balkans. As neorealist John Mearsheimer stated at the time, “Most realists 
are offshore balancers, and most of us do not see any such threat emerging 
because of Kosovo.”61 Charles Krauthammer further denounced an interven-
tion in Kosovo as liberal, amateurish policymaking, “righteous self- delusion” 
and “impossibly moralistic and universal.”62

Without clear national interests stemming from involvement in the 
Balkans, the United States relied on passive attempts to negotiate with 
Slobodan Milosevic, which produced multiple failed ceasefires for the 
Kosovo “civil war.” In March 1998, when General Wesley Clark warned of 
trouble in Kosovo, Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Joseph Ralston 
responded, “Look, Wes, we’ve got a lot on our plates back here . . . We can’t 
deal with any more problems.”63 At least until May 1998, there was little atten-
tion devoted to Kosovo’s troubles in Washington. Even by the summer, when 
Alexander Vershbow, US Ambassador to NATO, wrote a memo pushing for 
a Dayton- style solution for Kosovo (with US troops leading an international 
peacekeeping force), he had no supporters in the White House.64 Even by 
December 1998, US Major General Dennis Reimer, the Army chief of staff, 
responded to a warning of impending war from Clark with, “But we don’t 
want to fight there.”65 As Republican Senator William Cohen confirmed 
during a postintervention interview, the majority of US policymakers and 
congressional members were reluctant to send even a small peacekeeping 
force to Kosovo in 1998.66 Thus, it would be a mistake to assume the United 
States was especially trigger- happy in its precedent- setting humanitarian in-
tervention in 1999.

But as the perception of the Kosovo crisis moved away from an ethnic and 
religious civil war and into the realm of a potential genocide like the one in 
Bosnia, the United States finally put the option of military intervention on 
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the table.67 Its normative credibility and values- based military institutions 
were now on the line. This transformation, however, was accelerated when 
US Ambassador William Walker witnessed the aftermath of the Raçak mas-
sacre in northern Kosovo, which killed 45 civilians. Walker subsequently 
held a press conference,68 declaring Serbian security forces committed 
crimes against humanity on ethnic Albanian civilians.69

Before Walker’s accounts, the United States and NATO relied on threats of 
force, failing to enforce them time and time again, in hopes that continued 
negotiations would entice Milošević to back down. In fact, until the day of the 
Raçak massacre, Western actors discussed and negotiated on Kosovo with 
the assumption that the direct use of force would not be needed, nor would 
it be warranted given the supposed nature of the conflict and the unwilling-
ness to build a state in the aftermath of regime change. The United States 
did not want to act as the de- facto military for the Kosovo Liberation Army 
(KLA), a group perceived to be equally as violent as its Serbian counterparts. 
But Walker’s testimony and international urging pushed the United States 
toward a militaristic response to end the human rights abuses in Kosovo 
and preserve the values and credibility of the NATO alliance. Thus, while 
the Kosovo intervention remains a strong example of the US usage of force 
abroad, it also showcases the importance of diplomacy in framing interna-
tional events and the political significance of values- driven institutions for 
the United States after the Cold War.

Protecting American Lives and Hints of the War on Terror

The Clinton administration also conducted more limited military 
interventions to protect and defend American lives abroad. In fact, as Figure 
5.10 showed, protecting American lives and property was the most frequent 
objective of US interventions during this era, alongside social protection. 
The US military protected or evacuated Americans from conflict zones 
and enhanced security at embassies worldwide. The military evacuated 
Americans from Liberia and the Central African Republic in 1996, Sierra 
Leone in 1997, Albania in 1997, and Guinea- Bissau in 1998.70 In these cases, 
military power was used in defense of American citizens in- country rather 
than in pursuit of geopolitical or ideological goals.

The objective of protecting American lives also began to extend to coun-
terterrorism operations. In fact, Clinton’s first military action to defend 
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Americans overseas came with the bombing of the Iraqi intelligence center 
in June 1993 in retaliation for Iraq’s sponsorship of a plot to assassinate 
former president Bush three months earlier. The strike was intended to deter 
Saddam from continuing to support such anti- American activities. At the 
time, US officials also believed Iraq backed the 1993 bombings of the World 
Trade Center, though this connection was later disproven.71

By 1998, the United States had fully internalized its militaristic leadership 
role and clothed it in the narrative of American exceptionalism and liberal 
values. When discussing a possible US strike to curb Saddam’s weapons pro-
gram in February 1998, US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright said, “It is 
the threat of the use of force [against Iraq] and our line- up there that is going 
to put force behind the diplomacy. But if we have to use force, it is because 
we are America; we are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see 
further than other countries into the future, and we see the danger here to all 
of us.”72

In addition to sending a message to Saddam regarding terrorism and 
weapons of mass destruction, the United States also responded forcefully to 
several terrorist attacks by nonstate actors. Clinton responded “perfuncto-
rily” with airstrikes in response to the terrorist attacks on the World Trade 
Center, bombing of the Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia in 1993, and attacks 
against US embassies in Tanzania and Kenya in 1998.73 Small numbers of 
US troops were deployed to East Africa after the 1998 bombings to boost se-
curity around the sites, help with recovery, and provide medical assistance. 
The United States also responded with force after learning that the embassy 
attacks were claimed by Al- Qaeda, bombing suspected Al- Qaeda camps 
in Sudan and Afghanistan as part of Operation Infinite Reach.74 America’s 
commitment to countering terrorism was solidified in 1998 with Clinton’s 
Presidential Decision Directive 62. Titled “Combatting Terrorism,” the doc-
ument identified combatting terrorism as a top national security priority and 
set objectives and milestones to guide government agencies in cooperating 
on rooting out terrorism, actively fighting it, and preparing the homeland for 
a potential attack.75

However, Al- Qaeda’s 2000 bombing of the USS Cole in the Gulf of Aden, 
killing 39 American servicemembers, indicates such efforts did not go far 
enough. Clinton deployed a small number of US forces to Yemen immedi-
ately after the bombing “solely for the purpose of assisting in on- site secu-
rity” and to find the perpetrators, though these troops were equipped for 
combat.76 A total of 3,000 American military and civilian personnel were 
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sent to Aden to investigate the bombing.77 Clinton also responded with 
airstrikes on the eve of the 2000 presidential election.78

By the end of Clinton’s second term, the country was closing its chapter 
on NATO- led humanitarian military interventions and beginning to look 
inward to protect its own national security. Bad actors like Saddam Hussein 
and rogue terrorist groups posed legitimate security threats. Sporadic 
airstrikes were used as early responses to terrorism— though ground forces 
were not usually considered— and the military conducted multiple op-
erations to evacuate US personnel from embassies in troubled countries 
abroad.

The United States was becoming increasingly comfortable in relying on 
military tools as a first line of defense and attack, and this was justified be-
cause America saw itself as a benign global police force that often intervened 
within ongoing international disputes. For example, the American response 
to the attacks in Kenya and Tanzania was forceful— diplomatic, economic, or 
cultural efforts were not considered when dealing with terrorist groups— and 
the United States bombed terrorist camps in Sudan and Afghanistan to send 
the message that it was committed to defending its citizens. Unlike military 
action in the early 1990s, by the end of the century, American usage of force 
was confined to swift airstrikes and bombing campaigns, allowing the United 
States to display what it believed was its technological superiority without 
endangering its own ground troops.

Conclusion

The unipolar moment in the 1990s brought forth a more interventionist US 
foreign policy, with higher rates of intervention. The United States continued 
to rely on militarism even though it enjoyed economic and cultural dom-
ination as well. The 1990s also introduced the US- led phenomenon of hu-
manitarian military interventionism, spearheaded after the Gulf War during 
efforts to protect the Kurdish population in Iraq. But in the case of the Gulf 
War, the Bush administration refused to seek regime change in Baghdad, a 
limitation that would begin to fade in the next decade. The United States still 
hesitated to rely on military tools as a first resort, as illustrated in its reluc-
tance to involve its military in intrastate crises in Rwanda, Bosnia, Kosovo, 
and other locations with questionable strategic significance. Instead, US po-
litical elites chose to wield diplomatic and economic statecraft for years prior 
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to a military intervention in cases of foreign civil wars, sometimes to the det-
riment of the international humanitarian response.

Moreover, in cases where the United States ultimately intervened using 
military might in the 1990s, it usually did so under multilateral mandates via 
the UN or NATO, as in the cases of Bosnia and Kosovo, respectively. During 
these multilateral military operations, the United States involved itself for 
longer spans of time because it chose to undertake post- conflict rebuilding 
and monitoring duties as well. For example, the NATO intervention in 
Bosnia stands as the longest US military intervention, lasting over 4,000 days 
(see Table A5.1 in the appendix for a full list).

Through multilateral structures and US normative leadership, the 
era of unipolarity did include some checks on America’s rising military 
engagements. Even through institutions such as NATO were forged for 
Cold War balancing, the United States chose to adapt these institutions as 
a way to maintain its alliance networks and bolster its soft power across the 
transatlantic sphere, hence limiting its own power within the multilateral 
arrangements. The United States relied on transatlantic alliance networks 
for resource- pooling, financial burden- sharing, and force multipliers. The 
networks enhanced the United States’ normative influence and political cred-
ibility, cementing it as not only a military superpower but a cultural super-
power as well. This meant that while the United States was growing in power, 
extending its influence, and expanding its military, might many other powers 
chose to bandwagon with it, rather than actively counter its hegemony.

This changed in 2001. After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks 
on US soil, American foreign policy veered down a different path, moving 
away from a multilateral approach to a staunchly unilateral “you are with 
us, or you are with the terrorists” mindset.79 This alienated US allies and 
decreased the soft power and credibility it garnered in the 1990s. Political 
elites also began to see the role of force in a different light. Prior to 2001, 
the use of force was seen as a last resort, or at least considered only after 
some degree of diplomatic or economic statecraft were attempted. But in 
the post- 9/ 11 era, the usage of force became the first line of defense for 
many of the threats facing the United States, collectively grouped under the 
Global War on Terror.

The next chapter will examine the contemporary era of US foreign policy, 
from 2001 until the present day, highlighting the trends that may spell dis-
aster for the future of American power and international peace and secu-
rity. Taking the lessons learned from previous eras, we will offer a set of 
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recommendations for US foreign policy in the decades to come, calling for 
military restraint, reengagement with old allies and engagement with new 
ones, and deep involvement within global institutions to minimize the need 
for military force abroad.
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6
America the Unleashed

America is united. The freedom- loving nations of the world stand by 
our side. This will be a monumental struggle of good versus evil. But 
good will prevail.1

George W. Bush, September 12, 2001

While the unipolar moment sparked a more interventionist United States, 
the post- 9/ 11 era ushered in a significant foreign policy reorientation from 
“diplomacy first, and force as a last resort,” to “military force first.” The sword 
came first. This period saw the rise of defense budgets and special operations 
and the waning of State Department funds, influence, and diplomatic ca-
pacity. While the United States promoted multilateralism in the 1990s, it now 
staunchly promoted unilateral foreign policy to safeguard its security in “the 
struggle of good versus evil.”2 The United States increasingly perceived the 
world to be full of evil, irrational states and nonstate actors plotting America’s 
downfall.

The “Bush Doctrine,” formalized in the National Security Strategy of 
September 2002, considered terrorists as hostile states, especially fearful that 
Islamist movements could obtain nuclear weapons.3 And the terrorists could 
be anywhere— hiding in states such as Iran and Pakistan, or making their way 
to the Western world to hurt American citizens and their ways of life. With 
such broad and blurry threat perceptions, the Bush Doctrine pushed for pre-
emptive wars in the Middle East and North Africa and unilateral practices 
of rampant militarism to keep America safe from a vague, all- encompassing 
enemy.4

The United States overestimated its military capabilities during the era, 
while disregarding other tools of statecraft. Wishful thinking about what its 
military superiority could achieve led the United States to embark on military 
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operations that garnered early successes against non- state actors and weaker 
states, but then failed to consolidate effective post- war strategies and gain 
local and ally support, worsening the security situation for everyone. Such 
patterns left the United States mired in the “endless wars” that have come 
to define the era. Americans are considerably less satisfied with the United 
States’ position in the world than they were at the start of 2001.5

This chapter traces America’s pathway toward kinetic diplomacy and its 
implications for future US power, prosperity, and international security. 
With an incoherent grand strategy, the United States cannot win its most im-
portant foreign policy battles with military might alone. The chapter begins 
with an overview of US grand strategy during the post- 9/ 11 era, followed 
by an empirical and historical analysis of US foreign policy and military 
interventions. We also discuss the evolution of US military technology, par-
ticularly drone warfare.

Grand Strategy: Liberal Interventionism 
without the Liberal

The George W. Bush administration inherited the grand strategy of “liberal 
interventionism” from its predecessors. In the early days, it looked like the 
main changes arising from the new Bush administration would amount to 
less multilateralism and collective security than in the George H. W. Bush 
and Clinton eras. But Al- Qaeda’s terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, 
were game- changers in shaping the new administration’s grand strategy. In 
the wake of the first armed attack on the US mainland since the War of 1812, 
the Bush administration developed a new US grand strategy defined by the 
War on Terror.

In some ways, the liberal interventionist strategy of the 1990s continued 
and expanded into the new grand strategy. On one hand, it was motivated 
by liberal ideals (spreading freedom, democracy, and rule of law), it relied 
heavily on military intervention, and it sought to maintain US global he-
gemony. In fact, the liberal ideological underpinnings of the Bush grand 
strategy were termed neo- Wilsonianism. On the other hand, the grand 
strategy of the War on Terror broke with the past as it was more unapologet-
ically unilateral than multilateral and it had spillover effects beyond security 
and the war on terror (Bush withdrew from the Kyoto Protocol to reduce 
climate change, for example), it depended less on collective security (the UN 
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and NATO are only “used” when deemed helpful), and it perceived military 
might as a first line of policymaking.

Before he became president, Bush already made clear his prioritization of 
military might over diplomacy, saying in 1999: “In the defense of our na-
tion, a president must be a clear- eyed realist. There are limits to the smiles 
and scowls of diplomacy. Armies and missiles are not stopped by stiff notes 
of condemnation. They are held in check by strength and purpose and the 
promise of swift punishment.”6 Thus, the balance between diplomacy and 
militarism that US policy was so carefully calibrating in the 1990s now tipped 
away from diplomacy, creating a grand strategy that used almost exclusively 
military tools.

While building the new grand strategy, the Bush administration found the 
doctrines of deterrence and defense insufficient for the changed security envi-
ronment, so it added the doctrine of preemptive war. In Walter Russel Mead’s 
assessment, “Historians are likely to agree that nothing in the record of the 
Bush administration is as significant as its decision to describe the struggle 
that began on September 11 as a . . . ‘war on terror,’ and nothing in its prose-
cution of that war to date is as significant as its decision to make the invasion 
of Iraq the centerpiece of its international strategy after smashing Al Qaeda’s 
bases and sanctuaries in Afghanistan.”7 The subsequent wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq exemplify the new grand strategy and the new doctrine of preemp-
tion. In 2005, Mead warned of the risks of alienating US allies and argued 
that the Bush administration should emphasize the continuities between the 
Cold War strategy of containment and the War on Terror: “Articulating our 
grand strategy in terms of containment stresses our firm and inflexible re-
solve to win this war, and it also stresses that we intend to use flexible, appro-
priate, and pragmatic strategies to fight it.”8

But the Bush administration did not apply a pragmatic, flexible approach to 
the post- 9/ 11 era. Instead, it fixated on ideological battles and disproportion-
ately bolstered the military’s influence in foreign policymaking. The lack of 
flexibility and pragmatism led to failure in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
forcing Bush to slightly alter course in his second term by allowing multilat-
eralism and collective security to play greater roles once again. But with the 
Bush administration preoccupied with the broader Middle East as the two 
asymmetric wars became endless and unwinnable, it largely neglected the 
rapidly advancing rise of China as a great power competitor.

President Barack Obama took office in the midst of a devastating global fi-
nancial crisis, one that forced the world to question the stability and merits of 
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the post- World War II neoliberal order and US economic and cultural lead-
ership. Until 2007, the War on Terror occurred in the backdrop of strong US 
economic growth, reflected in rising GDP per capita. But the Great Recession 
starting in 2007 reversed this progress, as seen in Figure 6.1. From 2007 to 
2012, domestic politics predominantly focused on buffering the economic 
losses and financial devastation— perhaps contextualizing the lower levels of 
US intervention during the recession.

As part of his campaign, Obama promised to break with the military- first 
grand strategy under Bush and to end the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. “The 
message Obama telegraphed in speeches and interviews was clear: He would 
not end up like the second President Bush— a president who became trag-
ically overextended in the Middle East, whose decisions filled the wards of 
Walter Reed with grievously wounded soldiers, who was helpless to stop the 
obliteration of his reputation, even when he recalibrated his policies in his 
second term.”9

Obama acquired some soft power in his first term by serving as the world’s 
lender of last resort during the financial crisis and by engaging with the UN 
and other international institutions much more than the previous adminis-
tration. The Obama administration, however, failed to put US grand strategy 
on a new course, even though it relied more on soft power and smart power. 
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The militarism of the Bush grand strategy continued to impact policy, and 
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq raged on without achievable victories in 
sight. Obama even oversaw the development of a covert drone warfare pro-
gram, which critics characterize as morally inhumane and legally extrater-
ritorial. The covert nature of the drone warfare masks the true scale of US 
militarism during the Obama era. But to be fair, Obama also started to shift 
US grand strategy toward retrenchment.

During his tenure, Obama guided the United States away from its expan-
sive international leadership role in order to focus on the country’s domestic 
challenges, including healthcare and inequality. Thus, beyond the economic 
downturn, another reason for the lower levels of US interventionism from 
2007 to 2011 could be the more restrained Obama administration. Unlike 
in previous era when presidential administrations did not appear to signif-
icantly alter intervention patterns, the post- 9/ 11 era showcases noticeable 
variations in intervention frequencies, as seen in Figure 6.2. It is important to 
emphasize, however, that while the Obama administration engaged in fewer 
traditional military missions and state building projects, America’s drone 
warfare programs are inherently underestimated due to limited data and the 
covert nature of many missions.10

Obama saw the need to reduce America’s strategic preoccupation with 
the broader Middle East and Europe and initiated the “pivot” to rebalance 
US military posture toward the Asia- Pacific where China’s influence was 
growing. According to Michael Green, “After an emboldened China began 
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throwing its weight around, the administration announced its ‘rebalance’ 
to Asia with new military deployments.”11 Nonetheless, the Pivot was not 
implemented successfully, and it remained only a partial (and still military- 
focused) balancing strategy. Even the architect of the pivot, Kurt Campbell, 
acknowledged these criticisms, writing that “one of the most significant 
critiques of the Pivot is that it lacks resources and follow- through . . . some of 
these criticisms are sound.”12

Obama failed to fundamentally change relations with Russia, when the so- 
called reset fell through, and Moscow became more assertive and aggressive 
than before. The military interventionist course of the Bush grand strategy 
also lived on in Obama interventions in Libya, Yemen, and Syria, which con-
tinued to pit the United States against Russia and make the broader Middle 
East a priority despite the administration’s earlier better judgment.

It is not surprising that Obama did not develop a clear grand strategy, as 
the president was not interested in such an approach. His guiding idea in for-
eign policy was to not do anything “stupid,”13 saying that “I don’t really even 
need George Kennan right now.”14 Instead, he pursued a more pragmatic for-
eign policy agenda, saying: “You take the victories where you can. You make 
things a little bit better rather than a little bit worse. And that’s in no way a 
concession to this idea that America is withdrawing or there’s not much we 
can do. It’s just a realistic assessment of how the world works.15

The result of this pragmatic gradualism was an America that continued 
to be militaristic and bogged down in numerous wars in the broader Middle 
East (including Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, and Syria), but one that 
was also inconsistently retrenching from its international leadership role in 
alliances and multilateral organizations. At the end of the Obama adminis-
tration, US grand strategy was in disarray, leaving room for the antiestab-
lishment, populist Donald J. Trump to take the reins of US foreign policy as 
president.

Trump campaigned on an “America First” narrative, championing the ap-
proach of “peace through strength.” He campaigned on foreign policy ideas 
that more closely resemble elements of the ideal grand strategy of the so- 
called realist or restraint camp, including an end to the liberal interventionist 
grand strategy, an end to the wars in the broader Middle East, a loosening of 
US commitments to alliances and multilateralism, a general retrenchment 
from America’s costly hegemonic leadership role, and a balancing effort 
against China.16
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But due to his erratic leadership style and the all- encompassing and un-
relenting chaos of his administration, many of these goals were not realized, 
and those that were proved detrimental to US power and leadership. Trump 
continued to rely on militarism and marginalized diplomacy, and he failed 
to end the unwinnable wars in the broader Middle East. Trump was, how-
ever, effective in guiding US grand strategy toward retrenchment, with the 
United States increasingly abandoning its global leadership role and deeply 
questioning its alliance commitments. Trump also recognized the dangerous 
strategic challenge posed by China and reoriented US grand strategy toward 
a real balancing posture (even though the focus was controversially on the 
trade arena).17 Nevertheless, the US withdrawal from its international lead-
ership role and the weakening of its alliance ties decimated America’s norma-
tive power and turned many countries and citizens around the world against 
US hegemony. This only makes balancing against China more difficult.

The era of unilateralism and the abdication of US global leadership 
may be coming to an end with Joe Biden’s election. But it is too soon to tell 
whether the Biden administration will be able to fix the damage caused 
by previous administrations, limit US militarism (given Biden’s more in-
terventionist record), and truly end the endless wars. Crucially, US grand 
strategy continues to suffer from serious internal inconsistencies in the 
face of grave challenges to US power and security, from China’s rise to 
Russia’s resurgence to Iran’s hostile posture to COVID- 19 to climate 
change.18 None of these challenges will be resolved by American military 
might alone.

As Figure 6.3 reveals, the United States dramatically increased its mil-
itarism in the early 2000s, and it was intervening at higher frequencies in 
disputes with much lower levels of national interests. At the same time of 
such military adventurism, US power capabilities stagnated relative to other 
states, according to CINC.

As Figure 6.4 further reveals, the United States fully focused on 
noncontiguous military interventions starting in the 1980s, expanding its 
role as a global hegemon in a hypermilitaristic way. But America’s eager-
ness to unleash its military on global populations may repel other interna-
tional actors, creating unneeded rivalries and hampering global solutions 
to twenty- first century problems that are defined by their cross- border 
interdependencies.
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Empirical Patterns of US Interventions, 2001– Present

The post- 9/ 11 world looked very different from the unipolar world that was 
left behind. Before 2001, the United States frequently involved itself interna-
tionally, but usually within multilateral mandates limited by their “benign” 
missions of democratization, human rights promotion, and economic ex-
pansion. After 9/ 11, US foreign policy shifted to preventative military attacks 
against a vague global enemy— terrorists. Unfortunately, preventative for-
eign policy often amounts to waging unprovoked and unregulated military 
conflict, enflaming local resentments and insurgent groups.

US military interventions in all parts of the world rose after 9/ 11, partic-
ularly in 2002 and 2003. While most of the interventions occurred in the 
Middle East, North Africa, and sub- Saharan Africa due to the supposed la-
tent terrorist threats emanating from those regions, other regions were not 
immune to US violence. As Figure 6.5 reveals, the United States intervened 
all around the world during this period, with Europe being the only relative 
exception.

While the United States intervened 46 times in the previous era, it 
intervened 66 times in the post- 2001 era. The rate of intervention per year, 
however, is lower during the post- 9/ 11 era, partially because the United 
States relied on drone warfare and smaller, unconventional operations that 
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are less transparent and harder to track. Unfortunately, as seen in Figure 6.3, 
the United States experienced higher intervention frequencies when lower 
levels of interest were at stake, and much lower intervention frequency when 
vital interests were at stake. These patterns do not bode well for aspirations 
for a prudent, rational, and optimized foreign policy and doctrine on the 
usage of force.

Despite these less- than- optimal power dynamics, the direct outcome of 
interventions against global terrorism appeared favorable, with the United 
States achieving about 42 percent of its political, military, and policy 
objectives during its disputes, as seen in Figure 6.6.

But in comparison to other eras of US militarism, the 42 percent success 
rate is one of the lowest, better only than the Cold War era, as Figure 6.7 
reveals.

In the post- 9/ 11 world, the United States was able to overcome the target 
states’ defenses and capture their main cities, claiming quick military 
victories. Unfortunately, such traditional military victories did not readily 
translate to ultimate victories in the War on Terror. While the US military 
succeeded in installing new governments, it failed to capture the hearts and 
minds of local populations. The military campaigns bred more resentment 
on the ground, which bolstered local support for insurgent groups and ulti-
mately created more long- term security threats for the United States.
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America’s disproportionate usage of force further increased global resent-
ment. As Figure 6.8 reveals, US hostility levels were usually over three hos-
tility levels above those of target states, especially from 2001 to 2008. While 
the target states did not respond in almost half of the cases, the United States 
relied on raids and nuclear alerts for the majority of its actions. The United 
States toned down its hostilities from 2009 until 2015, only to ramp them 
back up in recent years. But even the Obama years were not truly peaceful, as 
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the United States’ drone warfare programs began to replace some of the more 
conventional military tools of the past.

As Figure 6.9 shows, the United States relied on higher levels of hostility in 
the post- 2001 era than prior eras.

Figure 6.10 also shows that the post- 2001 era is the one with the fewest 
disputes initiated by another state (38 percent). Unlike prior eras, it was the 
United States that sparked much of the interventions and disputes that de-
fined the era, not an outside party.

Figure 6.9. United States and State B Hostility Levels across all Eras, 1776– 2019
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Something else that changed during this era— the United States intervened 
in more democracies. Unlike graphics from previous eras, Figure 6.11 shows 
that a much higher proportion of US target states were closer to democratic 
governance than in previous periods. Nevertheless, levels of democratiza-
tion did not seem to matter nearly as much to the United States as it had in 
the past. The War on Terror meant making the world safer for democracy 
through the eradication of a grave and evil security threat running rampant 
across borders, not necessarily through direct and sustained democratic 
reforms.

As per Figure 6.12, it appears that the primary objectives of these hos-
tile US interventions within semidemocratic target states were to build and 
maintain favorable regimes to US interests, protect minority groups, and 
defend American diplomats and property. The protection of America’s own 
diplomats and property was commonplace during the Bush administration, 
whereas social protection interventions rose in frequency during the Obama 
years. The human rights context was generally abysmal, but it is hard to say 
whether the United States intervened partly due to human rights abuses or 
the interventions themselves prompted these human rights abuses. Another 
perspective is that the United States intervened in countries seen as security 
threats, which generally possess many characteristics of failed states.
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Drone Warfare

The empirical picture of the post- 9/ 11 world is not complete without 
addressing the evolution of drone warfare as a tool of US foreign policy. Since 
9/ 11, the United States almost exclusively has used armed unmanned aerial 
vehicles, or drones, to fight militants in countries such as Pakistan, Somalia, 
and Yemen. Indeed, drones are the face of US counterterrorism policy.

Especially under Obama, the United States avoided boots on the 
ground and nation building in lieu of drone strikes. In his first term alone, 
Obama launched more than six times as many drones strikes as Bush did 
throughout his eight years in office, all while keeping the CIA- run drone 
program immune from Congressional or judicial oversight.19 By 2012, the 
US Air Force was recruiting more drone pilots than traditional aircraft 
pilots. What’s more, between 2012 and 2014 the Air Force planned to add 
over 2,500 pilots and support staff to the drone program, which is twice 
the number of diplomats the State Department hired in the same two- year 
period.20 In other words, not only are drone strikes set to replace more tra-
ditional military strikes, but they may also act as replacements for non- 
military foreign policy tools.

The Bureau of Investigative Journalism’s latest database on drone strikes 
(according to the figures available in June 2021) lists at least 14,041 confirmed 
strikes since January 2002, producing 8,858 to 16,901 total kills.21 About 910 
to 2,200 of these were civilian deaths, and 283 to 454 of them were children. 
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Under the Trump administration, the drone program doubled down on its 
secrecy. The lack of transparency makes it even more difficult to confirm the 
program’s efficacy and scope.

As Figure 6.13 reveals, most drone strikes were conducted in Afghanistan 
since 2015, eclipsing other US drone programs across the Middle East and 
North Africa, with an average total of 14,081 drone strikes from 2015 until 
2020, killing about 7,000 people, including 150 children.

When Afghanistan is excluded, as in Figure 6.14, we can see that US drone 
warfare peaked in Pakistan in 2010, Yemen in 2017, and Somalia in 2019. It 
is important to note that only confirmed US air strikes are included, while 
the database itself also lists many instances of possible US drone strikes and 
other special operations, which are yet to be confirmed. Therefore, these 
numbers are most likely significant underestimations, especially in the case 
of the more recent drone programs in Yemen.

According to administration officials, drone strikes are not only efficient, 
but may even be morally necessary. Drones reduce or eliminate the number 
of casualties incurred by the intervener. By lowering the risk of US casualties, 
their deployment abroad is also less constrained by bureaucratic delays or 
public opinion. While drone strikes may be more efficient than traditional 
missions, Figures 6.15 and 6.16 show that they still produce tragic civilian 
and child deaths in Afghanistan and Pakistan, adding hundreds of civilian 
deaths per year (which are most likely underestimations given limited data 
on the ground).
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Proponents also argue that drone strikes are effective for killing “high 
value targets,” good for degrading the structures of terrorist organizations, 
and safer than the alternative of deploying ground troops or manned aerial 
missions.22 Yet the effects of drones are hard to assess given the lack of trans-
parency, remoteness of the attacks, politized nature of domestic debates, and 
vague measures of effectiveness— leading to minimal empirical evidence 
about the costs and benefits.
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Critics argue that drone strikes create blowback. In other words, instead of 
reducing terrorist threats, drone attacks increase anti- American sentiments 
and terrorism by providing terrorist groups with new recruits. Indeed, the 
Atlantic Council argues that the use of drones in Yemen, especially, is short-
sighted as it leads to anti- American radicalization and threatens US secu-
rity interests, not to mention the civilian casualties in the country.23 Drone 
strikes can destroy the stability and legitimacy of local governments, leaving 
the United States with few capable partners in the fight against terrorism. 
As Michael Boyle said, “American counterterrorism policy operates at 
cross- purposes: it provides a steady flow of arms and financial resources to 
governments whose legitimacy it systematically undermines by conducting 
unilateral drone strikes on their territory.”24 By taking the risk of personnel 
loss out of military interventions, US foreign policymakers may increas-
ingly rely on a quick usage of force to resolve security crises instead of put-
ting time, effort, and funds into nuanced diplomatic negotiations. In other 
words, the US may be acting recklessly, not heeding the warning about 
“dying by the sword” and not thinking through the second and third effects 
on US national security.
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While drone attacks may achieve short- term goals at lower costs, such as 
killing terrorist leaders or supporting other states’ antiterrorism programs, it 
is unlikely that they can truly harm key US adversaries when required. Their 
role is likely to become more limited as counter- drone efforts increase and 
other states acquire their own drones, decreasing US air supremacy. But there 
is no current consensus on the costs and benefits of America’s drone policy, as 
some scholars believe US drone programs seem to be mitigating security risks 
in places like Pakistan at lower human and financial costs without major blow-
back.25 There is, however, consensus on the lack of systematic evidence on the 
impact of drones on US foreign policy.26 Ultimately, drone policy reflects one 
of the newest methods of US military intervention across the world, and needs 
to be accurately represented, analyzed, and debated.

Historical Narratives of America the Unleashed, 
2001– Present

Despite its widely perceived failings, the Bush era did develop some important 
milestones, such as the Proliferation Security Initiative, many new free trade 
agreements, a historically large program to address the global HIV/ AIDS epi-
demic, and the dismantlement of Libya’s weapons of mass destruction program.27 
Most significantly, the Bush administration formed a strategic partnership with 
India and reoriented American assets toward China. Nonetheless, the Bush ad-
ministration will ultimately be remembered by the fatal flaws of America’s Global 
War on Terror in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Yemen, and beyond, and its threat-
ening rhetoric against the so- called axis of evil nations, which made both Iran 
and North Korea more eager to develop their own nuclear weapons programs to 
defend against the United States’ global regime change ambitions.

In particular, the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria along with lesser- 
known operations in sub- Saharan Africa exemplify the post- 9/ 11 trends in 
US foreign policy of long- lasting regime change wars, military might over di-
plomacy, expansive operations against the specter of terrorism, and the rise 
of new special missions.

The War in Afghanistan

On September 11, 2001, the United States suffered the deadliest terror at-
tack in its history. Members of al- Qaeda hijacked four commercial planes, 
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crashing two jets into the World Trade Center towers in New York and one 
into the Pentagon in Arlington, VA.28 Almost 3,000 people died within the 
span of a few hours, and another 1,000 were injured. The attack caused more 
than $10 billion in damage.29 Prior to 9/ 11, the United States mostly fought 
hostile governments and sometimes hostile insurgent pro-  or antigovern-
ment groups, not hostile peoples and identities. It kept its homeland safe from 
other nation- states and empires, not from the ill- defined, all- encompassing 
threat of terrorists who could originate from and hide out in any country, in-
cluding within the United States itself. The collective trauma of the day and 
the lingering fears of an all- permeating evil that left no country safe came to 
define US foreign policymaking for decades to come. This was the beginning 
of the Global War on Terror.

The unprecedented attacks vaulted President George W. Bush into a for-
eign policy crisis like no other and altered his understanding of the world 
and the United States’ role in it. As a presidential candidate, Bush ran on a 
platform of retrenchment and investment in domestic programs. But 9/ 
11 forced him to dramatically recalibrate his previously restrained foreign 
policy vision. On September 18, Congress passed the Authorization for Use 
of Military Force (AUMF), giving the US military the green light to fight 
the orchestrators of the 9/ 11 attacks. Over the years, however, the AUMF 
would grant permission for the United States to chase down potential ter-
rorist threats all around the world. While the United States did not seek a 
multilateral UN resolution authorizing the use of force at the time, most in-
ternational actors saw America’s initial response as a legitimate case of self- 
defense against Al- Qaeda.30 But this international support did not last long.

In Afghanistan, the United States’ righteous cause was aided by the 
Taliban’s long history of human rights repression. Since its 1996 victory 
in Afghanistan’s civil war, the Taliban ruled over the country as an Islamic 
Emirate. The Taliban rejected US requests to extradite the leaders of Al- 
Qaeda in the aftermath of the 9/ 11 attacks, justifying itself on the grounds 
that Al- Qaeda had not yet claimed responsibility for the attacks. In the con-
text of the deadly terrorist strike on the US homeland, such a refusal was 
believed to necessitate a direct US response— the complete removal of the 
Taliban from power. Regime change would also support humanitarian 
objectives, according to political elites at the time.

On October 7, the United States and United Kingdom invaded 
Afghanistan to remove the Taliban from power and dismantle Al- Qaeda. 
The United States formed a coalition of approximately 15,000 Northern 
Alliance fighters (primarily Tajik and Uzbek), 500 Western special operation 
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forces, several thousand Western infantry troops (including US Marines), 
and later thousands of Pashtun soldiers. The US coalition fought against ap-
proximately 50,000 to 60,000 Taliban soldiers as well as several thousand Al- 
Qaeda fighters. This first US war against terror garnered large international 
support as it was seen as a just war of self- defense. Thus, while the United 
States led the operation, NATO allies and countries such as Australia played 
key roles alongside US forces in the Western coalition, boosting the United 
States’ credibility and maintaining its normative image and leadership role.31

The initial bombing campaign proved quite successful with the Taliban 
losing control of large parts of the country by November. By December, the 
United States bombed Tora Bora in Eastern Afghanistan, and ousted the 
Taliban. There were 2,500 US troops in Afghanistan at the time. An interna-
tional diplomatic campaign complemented US military operations, and ulti-
mately established the UN- recognized government under Hamid Karzai by 
the end of 2001. This new government allied with US forces and contributed 
significant troops to the war for years to come. Yet coordination required sig-
nificant capacity building and information- sharing, an endeavor that would 
be ineffectively implemented in the years to come.

Despite its initial success, US military might was not enough to keep the 
Taliban at bay or to build the capacities and loyalties of the new Afghani 
state and society. Even though it was heavily outnumbered and outgunned 
by US coalition forces, the Taliban reorganized in early 2002 and launched 
an insurgency campaign in response to a streak of US tactical victories. The 
Taliban used wanton violence against the US military and Afghan citizens 
to undermine the legitimacy of the Western- imposed Afghan government 
and the presence of foreign forces. The Taliban’s insurgency and spoiler tac-
tics were successful in regaining control of areas of Afghanistan. Despite its 
initial military victory in Afghanistan, by the end of Bush’s presidency, there 
were 36,000 US troops in the country.32 The war that began with a strong and 
swift US victory raged on almost a decade later, with no clear end in sight.

During the Obama years, the US military pivoted to strategies of state 
building and political operations to counter Taliban victories. Yet de-
spite the strategic shift and campaign promises to reduce the US mili-
tary presence in Afghanistan, Obama increased the number of US troops 
in Afghanistan, and by 2011 there were more than 100,000 troops in the 
country.33 The United States achieved a significant tactical victory in May 
2011 when Al- Qaeda’s leader, Osama bin Laden, was assassinated by the 
United States in Pakistan. Yet by this point, the United States was waging a 
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Global War on Terror that was far from over, which saw the deployment of 
US forces in multiple regions, including in the Philippines, Sahara, Horn of 
Africa, Central America, and Central Asia.34 The United States government 
legitimized these new and growing interventions through the vagueness of 
the original 2001 AUMF. But international support for the expanded man-
date was waning fast.

In 2012, NATO forces announced their withdrawal from Afghanistan, and 
by 2014 the last British military base in the Helmand province was transferred 
to the Afghan military. NATO maintained some capacity in the country, pro-
viding support to domestic Afghan counterterrorism operations. Yet by 2015, 
the United States relaunched its military operations in Afghanistan, working 
in coordination with NATO on counterterrorism initiatives. Nonetheless, 
by the end of Obama’s presidency, it looked as if America’s slow withdrawal 
from Afghanistan was in progress, with the number of US troops levels in 
Afghanistan dwindling down to 9,000.35 But these lower troops levels were 
deceiving since the United States was relying on drone warfare during this 
time, which obscured some of its involvement in Afghanistan.

In 2017, shortly after his inauguration, Trump shocked his supporters 
and critics alike by announcing an increase in troops in Afghanistan by 
50 percent. Like his predecessor, Trump campaigned on withdrawing from 
Afghanistan, which had now become the longest US war.36 But once again, 
US involvement in Afghanistan continued to grow. At this stage of the war, 
US forces focused on destroying sources of Taliban financing and supporting 
Afghan troops throughout the country. But there was severe blowback to the 
United States’ increased troops levels, with the Taliban expanding its use of 
terror against civilians.37

It wasn’t until February 2019 that communication between the United 
States and the Taliban began to gain traction, resulting in the first set of peace 
talks between the two parties. US special envoy, Zalmay Khalilzad, and a top 
Taliban official, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, focused the discussion on the 
United States withdrawing its troops in exchange for the Taliban pledging to 
block international terrorist groups from operating on Afghan soil. After a 
year of dialogue that waxed and waned, each party’s representative signed an 
agreement on February 29, 2020. Despite some initial optimism, the agree-
ment did not include a ceasefire, and immediately following its signing the 
Taliban attacked US positions in Afghanistan. The United States responded 
in kind with aerial strikes, continuing its longest war despite the short- lived 
hope of a diplomatic compromise.38
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As of fiscal year 2019, 2,372 US military personnel and 2,372 private 
contractors were killed in Afghanistan. More than 65,000 people in the 
Afghan military perished in battle.39 In total deaths, including nonbattle 
casualties, the United States lost over 7,000 people while Afghanistan lost 
over 100,000.40 The financial costs were quite extreme as well, totaling $975 
billion, with the maximum number of US troops in Afghanistan peaking 
under Obama at more than 100,000.41

With the Biden administration’s withdrawal of the US military from its 
longest war, fears of continued Taliban support for nonstate armed groups 
and the outbreak of a new civil war run rampant in US policy circles.42 In 
other words, after two decades of costly military occupation and operations, 
the United States managed to leave Afghanistan on the brink of collapse.

Pivotal Event: The Iraq War

While the Afghanistan war began the contemporary trends in US foreign 
policy, the protracted war in Iraq cemented the view of the United States as 
an aggressor following militaristic doctrines. The previous decade’s victory 
against Saddam Hussein pushed Iraqi forces out of Kuwait and imposed strin-
gent requirements restricting Iraq’s military ambitions. The United States and 
the United Kingdom implemented a strict no- fly zone in the North and South 
of Iraq to protect populations previously vulnerable to Saddam’s aggression. 
The UN also placed multiple economic sanctions on the country and required 
mandatory weapon inspections to ensure compliance. Patrolling Iraq’s terri-
tory led to occasional clashes between Iraqi and US forces, but it wasn’t until 
the passage of the Iraqi Liberation Act in 1998, which appropriated $97 mil-
lion for democratization efforts in the country, that the full removal of the Iraqi 
government became a more accepted view in the United States.43 Later that 
year, Iraq refused to comply with UN requirements by harassing and inter-
fering with inspections. The United States responded unilaterally by bombing 
Iraqi military and weapons production infrastructure, prompting lambaste 
from the international community.

Following the terror attacks of 9/ 11, the Bush administration viewed Iraq 
as a much greater security threat than ever before, tying Iraq’s political dy-
namics to the ongoing war in Afghanistan. Senior advisors and officials 
produced information alleging the Iraqi regime was making weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) and maintaining ties with Al- Qaeda. The United 
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States seemed increasingly keen on forcefully deposing Iraq’s leader through 
a military intervention by manipulating the public’s fears of potential nu-
clear attack by a terrorist group like Al- Qaeda. Despite a lack of evidence 
on the ground, US public opinion was gradually molded to reflect the 
administration’s interest in a regime change war in Iraq, all while the United 
States continued to fight in Afghanistan.

On October 16, 2002, Congress passed the joint Iraq Resolution, 
authorizing the use of military force against Saddam’s regime in Iraq.44 This 
gave Bush the green light he wanted to initiate the war in Iraq. Up to this 
point, however, weapons, security, and intelligence experts disagreed with 
the official US conclusions regarding Iraq’s WMD programs and connections 
to Al- Qaeda. In early 2003, the United States attempted to garner multilateral 
support for its regime change war, pushing for a UN Security Council resolu-
tion to use of force in Iraq. But facing opposition and vetoes from France and 
Russia, the United States and its coalition members, Britain, Italy, Poland, 
Spain, Denmark, Italy, Japan, and Australia, withdrew the resolution. The 
façade of multilateralism, collective security, and liberal norms crumbled, 
and in the post- 9/ 11 era the United States was no stranger to embracing uni-
lateralism despite the staggering loss to its international image.

On March 20, 2003, the US- led coalition invaded Iraq to depose of Saddam 
Hussein. The United States deployed more than 100,000 soldiers stationed in 
Kuwait,45 with the size and technological advancement of coalition troops 
swiftly defeating the weakened and poorly organized Iraqi military. By May, 
Bush announced the end of major combat operations in front of a triumphal 
mission accomplished banner, and US troops found Saddam near the city of 
Tikrit in December. Thus, it took less than a year for the United States to de-
clare military victory in Iraq, but as in the case of Afghanistan, this fast mili-
tary win did not translate into a long- term victory. The United States formed 
the Coalition Provisional Authority as a transitional government to create 
democratic institutions in Iraq, which was dissolved following free elections 
that elected Nouri al- Maliki as prime minister in June 2004. Around the time 
the new government was inaugurated, US forces began engaging with insur-
gent troops in Iraq.

The United States successfully invaded Iraq, toppled its existing govern-
ment, occupied the country, and sponsored a new government, prompting 
a wave of local resentment. Making matters worse, the new al- Maliki gov-
ernment enacted policies marginalizing Iraq’s Sunni majority. Insurgent 
groups began emerging throughout the country as a form of rebellion 
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against the new government and continued US presence. By 2006, sectarian 
divisions escalated into a de facto civil war requiring US troops to remain in 
the country to protect Iraqi government forces. In 2007, Bush announced a 
surge of 21,500 troops into Iraq and expanded security and reconstruction 
programs costing $1.2 billion.46 But around the same time, many coalition 
members began withdrawing their militaries from the country, sensing that 
another endless war was to follow.

They were partially right. The United States military remained engaged 
in Iraq for years to come as it combatted insurgent groups throughout the 
country. But unlike the case of Afghanistan, in 2009 Obama announced that 
US combat missions in Iraq would end in August 2010 with a force of 50,000 
troops to remain until 2011 to train Iraqi soldiers.47 Despite better training 
and resources for the local troops, the withdrawal of US troops left a signifi-
cant power vacuum in a country beset by sectarian fighting (another legacy 
of US occupation). The Iraqi government proved unable to pacify internal 
unrest. Thus, the US operation in Iraq had no long- term victories to speak 
of. Indeed, the legacy of the Iraq War is the rise of another threat to US secu-
rity and the region: the Islamic State. In 2014, Sunni extremists established 
the so- called Islamic State (IS), which spread into Syria and destabilized the 
whole Middle East and beyond.

In all, the Iraq War proved to be a disastrous foreign policy blunder for the 
United States. Between 2003 and 2010, 4,491 US service members were killed 
in action and an estimated $1.2 trillion dollars were spent.48 Even more dev-
astating, 185,000 to 208,000 Iraqis were killed.49 The United States paid huge 
human and financial costs only to further enflame regional insurgencies and 
help give rise to IS, which would push the United States to embroil itself in 
Syria too. The war in Iraq also demoted the United States from its liberal high 
horse in both Western and non- Western spheres. Iraq destroyed the good-
will and political credibility that defined the post– Cold War era for US for-
eign policy. Now unhindered and often unwanted by international collective 
institutions, the United States set off on its own military adventures, fueled 
by its bloated military budget.

The Syrian Civil War

After Iraq, the United States was compelled to intervene next door in Syria 
not only because of an ongoing civil war but also because the Islamic State 
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(IS) expanded from Iraq to Syria, threatening regional security. The Syrian 
conflict began following popular protests against the Ba’athist regime led by 
Bashar al- Assad. The state’s brutal repression of students’ anti- government 
graffiti in Dara’a coupled with pro- democratic movements in North Africa 
the previous year brought forth large anti- government protests in cities 
across the country. No longer able to stem the protests through political 
concessions, Assad directed the Syrian Army to suppress government resist-
ance in April 2011. Soon after, the opposition took up arms, organizing it-
self as the Free Syrian Army (FSA).50 Keen on supporting the opposition but 
weary of another Middle Eastern quagmire, the Obama administration first 
supported the FSA with nonlethal aid, including food, water, and delivery 
trucks.51

In August 2011, as the humanitarian situation worsened, Obama said 
Assad must “step aside” and froze Syrian government assets.52 The following 
year, Obama announced that if Assad’s forces used chemical weapons, it 
would constitute a “red line,” prompting military intervention by the United 
States.53 But in 2013, when US intelligence concluded that Assad had indeed 
used chemical weapons against his own citizens, Obama did not intervene, 
a decision which was widely criticized as detrimental to America’s image.54

As fighting escalated between Assad’s army and the FSA, the international 
community failed to reach a meaningful ceasefire agreement. By late 2012, 
the Syrian conflict unraveled into an all- out war with the Assad govern-
ment shelling whole cities and rebels using hybrid warfare to weaken and 
demoralize the Syrian army. At this time, the CIA and several Arab nations 
decided to militarily supply and train FSA fighters under Operation Timber 
Sycamore.55 Instead of relying on a full- blown, transparent, and traditional 
military operation or gradual diplomatic tools, the United States choose to 
spearhead a CIA operation as its first on- the- ground involvement in Syria. 
Weapons were transferred through Jordan’s ports and shuttled into Syria by 
CIA operatives. CIA operatives were also tasked with training Syrian rebels. 
But with such direct US involvement, the civil war escalated into an interna-
tional battleground and proxy conflict. Before long, the success of Operation 
Timber Sycamore was hampered by Russian shelling of rebel strongholds.56 
As fighting continued to consume the far reaches of the country, more third- 
party states became involved in the conflict.

By 2014, the Syrian opposition began to fracture along multiple lines, 
complicating any US foreign policy options. The major schism was along 
religious lines and among jihadist groups including Jahbat al- Nusra, Ahrar 
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al- Sham, and Jaysh al- Islam. Unfortunately, many of these groups benefitted 
from the US military assistance provided to opposition forces.57 Thus, sim-
ilar to previous operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, US policy in Syria inad-
vertently bolstered the threat of terrorism, instead of limiting it. In the same 
year, IS, born out of the political vacuum and instability the United States 
left behind in Iraq, exploited the instability in Syria and swept through the 
country’s northeast. IS’s brutal tactics were globally televised and condemned 
by governments worldwide.

It was only when Syria’s civil war turned into an undisputable terrorist 
playground that Obama announced the United States had started an aggres-
sive air campaign against IS in September 2014.58 Although Obama sought 
to restrain US militarism at the beginning of his presidency, his involvement 
in Syria served as yet another example of breaching his original promise. 
Over the next five years, the US- led coalition against IS conducted airstrikes 
on approximately 17,000 targets in Syria.59 In 2015, fifty US ground troops 
first moved into Syria, but as US involvement in the war increased, the troop 
count swelled to roughly 2,000. These soldiers were tasked with organizing 
and recruiting Syrian Kurdish and Arab soldiers to push IS out of Syria.60

With Assad’s regime increasingly threatened by the FSA and US involve-
ment, Assad officially requested military aid from the Russian government. 
By 2015, Russia’s military began an air assault on rebel- held positions in 
western Syria. Russia followed the US playbook and sent military advisors 
to assist the Syrian Army’s efforts against opposition strongholds and IS- held 
areas in the east.61 Iran also came to Assad’s aid, coordinating with its net-
work of proxy groups in the region, namely Hezbollah, to fight against the 
FSA.62 Therefore, the United States’ involvement in Syria catalyzed a greater 
proxy conflict between regional powers in Syria.

The multiparty war created a massive humanitarian catastrophe. “Syria’s 
precipitous decline in well- being [was] unparalleled in the world, even when 
compared to countries similarly experiencing war, protests, and disasters.”63 
The destruction of vital infrastructure and the indiscriminate bombing of 
civilians forced millions to flee Syria.64 The exodus led to a refugee crisis that 
engulfed Turkey and the rest of Europe. By the end of 2015, foreign nations 
with a stake in the Syrian conflict agreed to meet in Vienna for talks on how 
to resolve the civil war. Despite the mounting pressure to alleviate both the 
human suffering and the geopolitical burdens, the talks were largely unsuc-
cessful. The Obama administration maintained its position that peace was 
contingent on Assad’s removal from power, while Russia and Iran refused to 
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debate regime change, focusing instead on how to tackle IS, a mutual enemy 
for all.65

The United States did, in fact, focus its attention on dismantling the IS 
terror network, especially following deadly terror attacks in Europe and the 
United States linked to the group in 2015. Obama deployed special operation 
forces to assist the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) and continued 
a heavy bombing campaign against IS.66 By 2016, US support for the YPG 
proved effective, and the YPG managed to liberate cities controlled by IS. 
However, the US- YPG relationship was immediately condemned by Turkey, 
a NATO ally and important US strategic partner, who viewed the YPG as 
an offshoot of the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). In 2017, a senior State 
Department official described the United States’ relationship with the YPG 
as “temporary, transactional, and tactical.” But also in 2017, Trump expanded 
US support to the YPG by sending an additional 400 US Marines for training 
and logistical support.67

Despite increased US support, Syrian, Russian, and Iranian forces con-
tinued to crush the remaining opposition forces in western Syria. In April 
2018, the Assad regime launched a suspected chemical attack on the town 
of Duoma. A week later, Trump, after vowing to keep America out of fur-
ther conflict in the Middle East, retaliated with missile strikes against 
Syrian military bases. It was the first direct US attack on the Syrian govern-
ment in the war.68

In December 2018, Trump surprised both domestic and international 
audiences alike by announcing the withdrawal of US forces in Syria. This 
shock announcement increased tensions within the US government and 
prompted the resignation of Defense Secretary James Mattis. Despite YPG 
requests for a continued US presence in the area, the United States planned 
to reduce troop numbers from 2,000 to around 200 by Fall 2020, appearing 
to abandon its Kurdish allies without notice. Prominent Republicans and 
Democrats expressed concern, saying the United States was turning its back 
on the YPG after their sacrifices against IS. In response to domestic back-
lash, Trump promised the United States would maintain a presence in Syria 
to prevent the resurgence of IS.69

The United States achieved a major tactical victory over IS in the Barisha 
Raid in 2019, which saw the death of IS’s leader, Abu Bakr al- Baghdadi. But 
this win came after almost a decade of violence and horrors in Syria. The 
Syrian Civil War is one of the deadliest conflicts of the twenty- first century. 
According to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, almost 400,000 
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have been killed in Syria since the start of the war (although MIP fatality 
estimates are higher).70 The war has internally displaced almost seven mil-
lion people and created 6.6 million refugees.71 Yet the US response to the 
humanitarian and geopolitical components of the crisis remains muted 
compared to Russia’s continued militaristic and soft engagement in the re-
gion. Both US presidents, Obama and Trump, were weary of getting involved 
in another Middle East quagmire, and although both ultimately agreed to 
conduct air strikes and to provide military support, their delays and inaction 
are criticized given the scale of humanitarian need in Syria and Russia’s and 
Iran’s increasing power in the region. The presidents’ involvement in Syria 
continued the string of interlinked, convoluted wars in the Middle East that 
meld counterterrorism, regime change, and humanitarian objectives to-
gether, but they all appear to have no clear endgame in sight, beyond calls for 
more or less military might.

Searching for the Lord’s Resistance Army

Operation Observant Compass in Central Africa remains an underexplored 
yet important special operation for US foreign policy in the post- 9/ 11 era, es-
pecially given the new interventionist trend of relying exclusively on special 
forces in sub- Saharan Africa. The operation targeted the Lord’s Resistance 
Army (LRA), a violent nonstate actor operating throughout a swath of 
Central Africa since the 1980s. LRA’s leader, Joseph Kony, attained interna-
tional notoriety for the organization’s use of child soldiers, kidnapping, and 
the campaign’s longevity and resiliency. From 2005 to 2007, Uganda’s armed 
forces pushed the LRA out of the country and into the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, decreasing the LRA’s capacity to carry out offensive opera-
tions. While it was left with only 200 fighters, it continued to recruit in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Central African Republic, Sudan, and 
South Sudan. Several regional efforts attempted to defeat the LRA, with the 
most recent regional alignment including Uganda, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Central African Republic, and South Sudan joining under the 
auspices of the African Union.72

At the height of the LRA’s campaign, the United States provided signif-
icant humanitarian aid (hundreds of millions of dollars) to Uganda, and 
later began funding peacekeeping operations in 2009.73 After unanimously 
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passing in the House and Senate, Obama signed the Lord’s Resistance Army 
Disarmament and Northern Uganda Recovery Act into law in May 2010.74 
The United States moved beyond humanitarian aid to military strategy. The 
first 100 US special forces began staging in Entebbe in October 2011. Until 
this first deployment of special forces, the United States only supported 
the Ugandan military with training and equipment, not unlike many other 
American partnerships.75

Toward the end of Operation Observant Compass, American operations 
morphed into gray- zone warfare. The United States conducted messaging 
and tactical influence operations using leaflets and provided logistical and 
intelligence support. American troops were also actively going on patrols 
with regional task force partners. Instead of engaging in direct combat, the 
advisers guided the regional task force patrols, instructing them on tactical 
operations in real- time.

Operation Observant Compass cost $780 million by the time it ended 
in March 2017. This equates to $3.9 million per LRA member. Although 
the operation lasted six years, at no point did American troops appear to 
number above 300 personnel.76 US Africa Command considered Operation 
Observant Compass a success because it reduced the LRA to roughly 100 
fighters and killed or captured four of its top five leaders (all except Kony).77 
But the United States also generally abandoned legal, economic, and dip-
lomatic tools in favor of search and destroy operations in Central Africa. 
A more balanced strategy could have directly targeted the LRA’s capacity to 
wage war, such as reducing their illicit funding sources like ivory poaching 
even via nonmilitaristic, diplomatic incentives. Also, the United States (and 
the UN) needed to train Uganda’s defense forces and other partners in human 
rights and civil affairs, not only direct military action, to help ameliorate the 
human rights conditions that contributed to the LRA’s success.

Operation Observant Compass represents an instance where the United 
States prioritized and normalized the usage of special forces as standard 
practice, which is worrisome given the unique challenges of conducting 
gray- zone military operations that are difficult to review and scrutinize do-
mestically. Beyond the lack of transparency, such military missions increase 
military expenditures, further perpetuating the incentive to rely on military 
might as a line of first defense against terrorists, unfavorable regimes, and 
even small, little- known militant groups like the LRA.
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Conclusion

It could be argued that the United States has amassed enough power to adopt 
a more “adventurous” foreign policy, because it can afford to make mistakes 
(such as the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq) while remaining more powerful 
than its competitors. But of course, military involvements also kill US citi-
zens and foreign nationals, raise federal spending on defense and increase 
the national debt, and harm US soft power among its friends and foes alike. 
These US military occupations also create path dependencies and harmful 
incentives since target countries ultimately depend on US military support 
to maintain their fragile new governments and ward off worse actors such as 
the Taliban in Afghanistan. US interventions can aggravate existing security 
threats and create new ones that have not been anticipated or fully thought 
through.

As it stands, the United States has an expansive military budget but 
shriveling foreign aid and diplomatic budgets, speaking to the dominance 
of the Pentagon, rather than the State Department, in foreign policymaking. 
What does the future hold for US power, influence, and foreign policy? 
Should the United States pull back its international engagements, or expand 
them even more? Where and when? What types of foreign policy tools should 
the United States rely upon in the twenty- first century? Should it act unilater-
ally or multilaterally? The last chapter examines these questions, taking into 
account the historical data on US militarism and the lessons learned from 
previous eras of US foreign policy.
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7
America the Lost?

We choose hope over fear. We see the future not as something out of 
our control, but as something we can shape for the better through con-
certed and collective effort. We reject fatalism or cynicism when it 
comes to human affairs. We choose to work for the world as it should 
be, as our children deserve it to be.1

Barack Obama, address to the United Nations, September 24, 2014

Since its early years, the United States considered itself to be exceptional, 
both domestically and in foreign affairs. A force for good; an exemplar for 
the world. This American exceptionalism drove the young country to expand 
westward within the continent, spreading its ideology and economic system; 
then proclaiming itself the benign steward of the Western hemisphere and, 
after World War II, the globe.2 Thus, since its founding the United States has 
viewed itself as uniquely good: a nation of pious and prosperous peoples anx-
ious that others emulate its great example. The US Civil War ushered in great 
changes in US thinking about technology and war, because advances in rail 
communications, coal- powered steam engines in locomotives and ships, 
and the telegraph rapidly increased the speed and density of global trade and 
communications networks. The US tradition of isolationism, of inward ex-
pansion, eroded. By World War I, US exceptionalism was poised for a major 
update: military intervention. The world would never be the same.

Despite its growing expansionism overseas after the US Civil War, the 
United States refused to perceive itself as an imperialist power and largely 
ignored the harmful consequences of its military adventurism, even when 
its militarism starkly contradicted America’s self- image of restraint, democ-
racy, and rule of law. These contradictions between America’s self- image and 
its impact on those it sought to benefit by its interventions have intensified 
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painfully in the twenty- first century. Most Americans remain unaware of just 
how often the United States has resorted to the use of force— just how often 
the United States has drawn its sword from its sheath— and unaware both 
that this use of violence as a first resort has been increasing over time, and 
that it has tarnished a once enviable global reputation.

In the name of “freedom” and democracy, the United States displaced and 
wiped out much of the indigenous American Indian nations in its Frontier 
Wars from the 1700s until the early 1900s.3 It occupied much of Latin 
America and overthrew left- leaning leaders using both military might and 
economic pressure throughout the 1900s, leaving a legacy of corruption, de-
pendence, dictatorship— and unrecognized resentment by Latin America’s 
peoples— in its wake. During the Cold War, US foreign policy relied on co-
vert operations and proxy wars to prevent what it believed to be commu-
nist expansion and the dictatorship that inevitably followed a communist 
takeover. But this militaristic impulse often accomplished the opposite by 
installing cruel and corrupt dictators.

Tragically, US anticommunist foreign policies during the Cold War mainly 
injured nonwhite populations; echoing US policies back home in ways 
that were antithetical to human rights and democracy.4 Since anticolonial 
struggles were often influenced by communist parties, it wasn’t long before 
anticommunist sentiment in the United States was used to justify domestic 
racism alongside military interventions in Latin America, the Caribbean, 
and Asia. For example, J. Edgar Hoover used his position in the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation to “raise alarm over the alleged propensity of African 
American leaders toward communism.” He said that communists had “done 
a vast amount of evil damage by carrying doctrines of race revolt and the 
poison of Bolshevism to the Negroes.”5

Even George Kennan’s perceptions of the Soviet Union were influenced 
by his sense of a global racial (and sexist!) hierarchy. He was repelled by 
“most Third World Peoples,” writing in 1938 that the United States should be 
turned into a “benevolent despotism” of upper- class white males, excluding 
women, immigrants, and blacks.6 There are thus clear connections between 
anticommunism as an aggressive US foreign policy and racism at home and 
abroad.

In the post– Cold War era, starting during its “unipolar moment”, the 
United States continued its regime change wars in the name of democracy 
and human rights, despite the end of the US- Soviet rivalry. It expanded its 
definition of national interest to perhaps the most vague and dangerous 
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goal— freedom— to the detriment of establishing core objectives and 
indicators of mission success in specific interventions. Unlike the Woodrow 
Wilson era, when “freedom” meant allowing those liberated to choose their 
own destiny, the post– Cold War US understanding of “freedom” incorpo-
rated the unreasonable expectation that those liberated from tyranny would 
necessarily choose to emulate all aspects of US-  or European- style democ-
racy; and when they didn’t manifest, postwar “nation building,” led by the 
sword, must follow.

Though lacking the same existential security threats as during the Cold 
War, today US foreign policy remains militaristic, and the US continues to 
allow its once formidable diplomatic assets to wither away. Despite its overall 
power and potential, America appears lost. Its bloated defense budgets per-
petuate blurry, broadened visions of national interests to pursue across all 
corners of the world, while special interest groups within the defense in-
dustry continue to push the Iron Triangle into greater military expansion and 
engagement abroad. More disturbing still, US militarism has continued to 
prioritize technologies that can kill at ever greater distances with impugnity, 
thus avoiding messy national debates about the appropriate or effective use 
of lethal armed force abroad in the service of US national interests.

When analyzing the historical data on US military interventions since the 
nation’s founding, five lessons stand out. Policymakers should heed these 
lessons if they want to steer America’s foreign policy toward a more effective 
path for US national interests. Historically, most polities who reach a level of 
relative power as great as that of the United States after World War II provoke 
countervailing alliances. The only way to prevent such alliances, which ulti-
mately overwhelm a rising hegemon, is to act in ways that liberate and benefit 
more than they oppress and exploit. That’s rare, but it’s something the United 
States may have been able to manage until the twenty- first century, when its 
overuse of armed force and its hypocrisy and double standards began to dra-
matically erode its legitimacy in the eyes of global public opinion. We isolate 
five lessons and the policies that these lessons imply because we believe it’s 
not too late to turn that around.

We should start with clarifying that we do not think US military preem-
inence is itself necessarily an obstacle to restoring the United States to its 
aspiration to lead. Clearly an effective military with global reach remains a 
critical asset for US national and security interests in rare circumstances. But 
an excessively aggressive America is a problem that everyone should care 
about. The United States’ long aspiration to be an exemplar for others can 
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backfire too: US “force- first” foreign policy may make it easier for other state 
actors, especially eager revisionist powers such as Russia and China, to jus-
tify their growing militarism abroad; it prioritizes global militarism and de-
fense spending over domestic programs and economic support; and it turns 
the United States into a feared and increasingly resented global actor, instead 
of the beacon of liberty, the rule of law, and democracy that the United States 
aspired to be since its founding.

Five Key Lessons

After looking at the data on US interventions across eras and assessing 
the historical narratives of America’s grand strategy, we identified five key 
lessons. These lessons may offer a sense of direction to contemporary US for-
eign policy, and perhaps most importantly, identify the dimensions in imme-
diate need of reform.

The Countries That Are Framed as Contemporary 
Aggressors to the United States Are Often the Countries 

Most Targeted by US Military Interventions

The United States often justifies its militarism through defensive rhetoric— 
it must protect itself from belligerent international actors and anti- 
Americanism. In this interpretation, the world is out to get the United States, 
threatening its freedom and its way of life. But as Figure 7.1 illustrates, the 
countries that are often labeled as our enemies— such as China, Russia, 
North Korea, and Iran— are the same countries that have incurred the lion’s 
share of US military interventions across history; which ironically has likely 
contributed to their modern- day patterns of international aggression. This 
trend should never be used to justify these countries’ modern- day policies 
and wars but simply to connect the dots on the possible consequences of the 
long- term usage of force abroad by the US and all other actors.7

US interventions in China, for instance, account for about 10 percent of 
all US military interventions, and this number does not even include US 
interventions against multiple states at once, such as interventions against 
Chinese influence in East Asia. While this cannot justify the aggressive be-
havior of these states today, it is important to note for improved policymaking 
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for all: any escalating US militarism against such actors may make matters 
worse by confirming their worst fears and pushing them to bolster their 
militaries, spheres of influence, and weapons programs to guard against US 
regime change operations and regional domination. Greater US military in-
tervention, in this case, might worsen the existing security dilemma between 
the United States and its aggressors, rivals, and enemies. In other words, by 
living by the sword, we increase our risk of dying by it.

US Foreign Policy Objectives Shifted from Territorial Gains 
to Regime Change Wars in Contemporary International 

Politics, with New Consequences

Leaving a bloody trail across the US continent, the United States first vied 
for territorial and direct economic gains throughout the 1800s in North 
America, and in the early 1900s across the entire Western hemisphere. After 
the two world wars, it shifted to less tangible national objectives, such as “con-
tainment”; and after the Cold War, the US use of armed force to support the 
creation of favorable regimes or the removal of unfavorable ones escalated; 
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and came to include overlapping objectives of “social protection,” and “pro-
tective” interventions on behalf of US business interests abroad. Finally, in 
the 1990s, we witnessed the new phenomenon of humanitarian military 
interventions, which were invariably well- intended, but often resulted in less 
than optimal outcomes. As Figure 7.2 shows, the United States relied on mil-
itary intervention to pursue regime change and social protective operations 
more than other objectives after the end of the Cold War.

Notably, the objectives of regime change and social protection are blurry, 
difficult to define even in theory, and more problematic to enforce in practice. 
They invariably incorporate “outside- in” conceptions of legitimacy in rule 
(e.g., elections), and they demand above all else a centered understanding of 
the people the US is trying to help— people literally being tortured, abused, 
and oppressed by, say, a corrupt and venal dictator. Too often— perhaps 
invariably— the United States imagined that simply bringing down this op-
pressive dictator would be sufficient to achieve long- term security, pros-
perity, and stability; all goals consistent with broader US foreign policy and 
national security objectives. But without a functioning State Department, 
it is too easy to mistake a yearning to replace an evil dictator with a desire 
to emulate Western conceptions of legitimate governance, or covalent for-
eign policy interests. This is why so many efforts at regime change lead the 
United States down the path of ill- defined “forever wars” with no endgame 
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in sight and no clear national interests to pursue, as in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
And when the people being “liberated to death” object and resist Western 
efforts with violence, that also serves to justify greater and greater US mil-
itary spending and expansion across the world through US bases, techno-
logical investment, drone programs, and the intrusion of US private military 
contractors into foreign wars. Violence, in the absence of great care in its use 
and its targets, in other words, begets violence. The Muslim Brotherhood 
metastasizes into Al Qaeda. Al Qaeda metastasizes into IS/ IL; and on and 
on. Extending of the concept of national interest to include regime change by 
force and state building also means creating unsustainable and counterpro-
ductive demand for greater US military engagement worldwide. This risks 
perpetuating and prioritizing a military- industrial complex, and supports 
military adventurism at large. The resources lost then starve America’s edu-
cation infrastructure and democratic institutions, creating a feedback cycle 
of increasingly unrestrained militarism abroad. Today, it would be more 
accurate to return the Department of Defense to its former name, the War 
Department: US wars of “self- defense” have become US “forever wars,” and 
they’re moving further away from public and democratic scrutiny due to 
technological innovations, permissive legal authorizations, and increasingly 
lax Congressional oversight.

America’s Rivals Have Deescalated Armed Disputes, While 
the United States Has Escalated Them Since 2001

After 9/ 11, the United States grew more belligerent in its global militarism 
while its rivals became less aggressive in response. Figure 7.3 shows that 
the post- 9/ 11 era featured the lowest rates of State B- initiated incidents, 
with State B initiating less than 40 percent. As the figure also reveals, this 
represents the greatest decrease in State B- initiated incidents relative to pre-
vious eras. Previous data on US hostility levels relative to its target states also 
reveal a similar trend.

As the world became safer for the United States, the country grew more 
aggressive, not less; with higher rates of military intervention. This data 
should cause US foreign policy elites and citizens alike to shift their per-
spective. If the resort to arms is only justified when threatened with war, 
conquest, and occupation, then the increase in US military interventions in 
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the absence of such a threat harms US legitimacy and damages its reputa-
tion abroad. Given that the United States still possesses tremendous diplo-
matic and economic resources, it need not behave in such combative ways 
to defend itself. False perceptions about US security create a self- fulfilling 
prophecy.

Moreover, the reduction of resort to arms by US adversaries should not 
lead to the conclusion that hyper aggressive US military intervention has 
caused its adversaries to stand down. The use of cyberattacks by, for ex-
ample, the Russian Federation in 2016 were not only implicated in Britain’s 
exit from the European Union, but also a US presidential election whose 
Russia- supported winner was avowedly hostile to NATO. All this without 
firing a shot. If you can’t compete with the United States in military power 
and global reach— and honestly, no other state in the international system 
can— why waste resources trying when you can gravely damage your rivals 
by less costly, risky, and other- than- military means? And as US legitimacy 
has declined, the same diplomatic power that the United States once so pow-
erfully deployed to isolate its totalitarian rivals during the Cold War, may 
be deployed by others to isolate the United States should it be perceived as 
a bully.
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The United States Now Uses Greater Military Force 
in Pursuit of Lesser National Interests

After greatly increasing its militarism since the 1980s, Figure 7.4 reveals 
that by the 2000s the United States was intervening at similar frequencies in 
disputes that held lower levels of national interests.

In fact, the unipolar era and the post- 9/ 11 era are marked by the lowest 
levels of national interest and higher rates of intervention across all of US his-
tory. At the same time of such military adventurism, US power capabilities 
relative to the international system stagnated, according to CINC. Waning 
power coupled with growing militarism disconnected to vital national 
interests is a recipe for imperial overstretch— the depletion of domestic re-
sources and economic power, decline in international goodwill and soft 
power, multiple international conflicts raging with no clear end, and target 
countries like Afghanistan left on the brink of civil war after decades- long 
occupations.8
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As the United States Grew in Power, It Moved from Regional 
Militarism to Global Militarism, Driven by a Growing 

Military Budget and Fewer Restraints

As Figure 7.5 shows, it was in the 1980s that the United States embarked on 
fully noncontiguous military interventions, expanding its role as a global 
hegemon in a hypermilitaristic way.

Recent hypermilitarism does not mean the United States was dovish in 
the decades and centuries prior. It undertook frequent military interventions 
within the Western hemisphere and the Pacific before it was powerful enough 
to expand itself around the globe. The United States’ willingness to unleash 
its military beyond the Western hemisphere, however, may turn other inter-
national actors away, creating new rivalries and preventing global solutions 
to twenty- first century problems that require transnational goodwill and 
cooperation.

Moreover, as the graphs also underline, America’s move to a more global 
militarism coincides with a jump in US military expenditures, pointing to 
the need to reassess domestic priorities and special interests as a vital step 
toward reducing US militarism abroad. After all, if the United States only has 
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a hammer as defense budgets rise while diplomatic budgets diminish, then it 
will inevitably treat every problem in the world as a nail.

Implications for Theory and Policy

When the United States and its allies constructed a liberal world order in the 
aftermath of World War II, the US was the most powerful international actor 
of the time. The United States was spared the destruction of both world wars, 
but in recognition of the need to prevent a third, possibly species- ending 
world war, and in possession of an unmatched economy and a military with 
global reach, the United States established a key set of global institutions, ec-
onomic rules, and shared values linked to collective security, democracy, and 
free trade. Its commitment to liberal principles and rules were inconsistently 
applied because its fear of the USSR led it to double standards and hypocrisy 
in the service of national security or, as was said at the time, national sur-
vival. Most odious was US support of dictatorships in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America.

This liberal world order produced a wide range of success stories after the 
devastation of World War II. It turned mortal enemies like Germany and 
Japan into prosperous, democratic US allies. It ushered in a wave of democ-
ratization, especially after the end of the Cold War. And it encouraged the 
consolidation of European states into what would eventually become the 
European Union. NATO also expanded eastward— first to deter Soviet ex-
pansion and aggression, but then to maintain the liberal character and shared 
values and alliances of the American- led order. Indeed, with its power and 
influence, the United States supported and led (“hegemon” comes from the 
ancient Greek word for leadership, not tyranny) a liberal empire that others 
wanted to join; founded less on coercion and more on consensual trends (at 
least that was the growing understanding in the 1990s). Some have called it 
an “empire by invitation,” but an empire nonetheless.9

Unfortunately, recent data indicate that the United States is hemorrhaging 
credibility as the benevolent leader of this liberal world order; a particularly 
worrisome trend among its allies and transatlantic partners. Global polls re-
veal that many countries across the Western world began to see the United 
States less as a promoter of freedoms and liberties, and more as a suppressor of 
these ideals.10 It was defense of the liberal order that propelled extreme levels 
of US military expenditures and launched US military interventions— first 
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in the Korean War, and next in Vietnam. But by the year 2000, this changed. 
US- led military interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and so 
many other places were hard to justify as supporting the liberal order that 
brought down the Soviet Union and prevented a third world war. And many 
citizens of the world are now dissatisfied, as the promised gains of liberal 
free trade and globalization have been increasingly restricted to fewer and 
fewer of the world’s peoples. Resentment over accelerating income inequality 
within and between countries has been manipulated by politicians across 
the democratic world; including in the United States itself. While we used to 
think threats to the liberal world order would come from the outside (from 
revisionist states such as China or Russia), today it increasingly looks like the 
most serious threats— indeed, a repudiation of the rule of law, the principle 
of majority rule, and free trade— are coming from within the order itself.

Given such trends, which grand strategic vision should the United States 
adopt to best confront its future challenges— continued primacy? deep en-
gagement in the world order made in its image? or something closer to the 
restrainer or offshore balancing approaches?11 Any change in American for-
eign policy trends will be difficult to achieve if history is any guide. Neither 
former presidents Barack Obama nor Donald Trump proved able to alter the 
course of the US security policy, even though both promised radical change. 
Both administrations ultimately caved to pressure to continue US primacy 
through militarism, albeit with different approaches and degrees of success. 
Importantly, each new administration begins weighed down by the legacy 
not only of the administration preceding it, but decades of what we believe is 
US foreign policy malpractice. Moreover, shifts to the political right within 
the United States since 2000 have only further empowered the Iron Triangle 
Eisenhower warned about in the 1950s. A domestic arms industry is making 
weapons at an unprecedented pace (and profit),12 while the benefits of de-
fense industrial output continue to shrink, producing fewer jobs per dollars 
spent relative to other sectors in the US economy.13 If we are right, and past 
overuse of violence has made a present overuse of violence increasingly nec-
essary, we should expect a politically risky gap between the revival of multi-
dimensional US power that is called for, and the perceived need to respond to 
every threat to US interests with armed force.

Thus, the future of US foreign policy may continue to look very similar to 
its present. Even with the withdrawal from Afghanistan, the United States 
may remain in the Middle East as an occupying force and continue to sup-
port countries like Israel and Saudi Arabia as allies that further entangle it 
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in the region. It may continue its counterproductive embargo of Cuba, and 
pursue aggressive tactics against Iran while ignoring the more dangerous 
Sunni- based extremism against the United States in the region. Finally, it 
may continue down the path of frequent special operations missions while 
minimizing the role of diplomacy. This would be the continuation of US “pri-
macy” by force, rather than by example.

But “primacy” was always a shibboleth— a self- congratulatory illusion. To 
the extent the United States was a unipole, capable of imposing its will on 
any other state in the international system, the very idea of primacy obscures 
that US power included its reputation as a legitimate actor and the support 
of key allies, as the US led by consensus. It led, in other words, with more 
than the sum of its military, economic, and diplomatic parts. Beyond that, 
even as its main rival collapsed, its other rivals were hard at work innovating 
around US strengths and devoting resources to attacking its vulnerabilities.14 
US exceptionalism seems likely to continue to define US national identity. 
While Americans refuse to perceive their country as a bully, given America’s 
continued aspiration to lead a democratic, liberal, and prosperous world, 
Americans will also believe that any harm they’ve caused along the way must 
be forgiven as “collateral.” They seem to believe that America’s excessive re-
sort to the use of force must be remembered as a force of good. As the late 
senator Barry Goldwater once put it when he accepted the Republican Party’s 
nomination for the presidency in 1964, “[E] xtremism in the defense of lib-
erty is no vice.”15

Primacists do not believe other great powers will challenge US hegemony, 
which removes a limit on America’s global militarism. They believe US 
power is unrivaled, and the United States is a benign hegemon providing 
many economic and political benefits to other countries of the world. Plus, 
primacists argue that the United States can always withdraw from its global 
commitments if needed, without risking its power position (a claim that is 
currently being tested in postwar Afghanistan). When it comes to the US- 
China rivalry, pro- primacy advocates William Wohlforth and Stephen 
Brooks contend that China’s rising GDP does not truly threaten the United 
States as it does not translate into power capabilities or global hegemony— 
it just means China has a big population and a big economy and that its 
economy will soon reach its peak growth and stagnate.16 The United States 
still maintains unmatched military, technological, and innovation domi-
nance, which translates into global power and influence.
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Despite the difficulty of changing well- cemented path dependencies, a 
restrainer camp believes the solution to America’s foreign policy woes and 
international backlash is for the United States to greatly reduce its global 
responsibilities and withdraw from most of its military commitments 
around the globe, even with its Western allies. They argue that the US mili-
tary presence destabilizes regions like the Middle East and North Africa and 
undermines US security.17 Smaller powers strive to protect themselves from 
US aggression by attempting to secure nuclear weapons or by attacking US 
allies in the region. Thus, the restrainers propose a plan in which the United 
States prioritizes diplomatic and economic involvement over militaristic 
missions.

A restrained grand strategy would rely on the deterrent power of nuclear 
weapons— because nuclear- armed great powers are the greatest threat to US 
interests and security— rather than on efforts to halt nuclear proliferation; 
which have pitted the United States against countries like Iran. It would also 
seek to withdraw most US military presence from NATO, Europe, and the 
Gulf, while maintaining some presence in Asia to balance against China.18 
For instance, a US policy toward the Middle East would be guided by two 
core interests: protecting the United States from attack and promoting the 
free flow of global commerce. The first step would be the drawdown of the US 
military in the region over the next five to ten years.

Restrainers are careful to say that the United States must still prevent the 
rise of hostile regional hegemons in the Persian Gulf, Northeast Asia, and 
Western Europe, but that doesn’t mean that the United States should play the 
role of the hegemon itself. For instance, instead of maintaining an artificial 
power balance in the Middle East by supporting states such as Saudi Arabia 
(and thus fueling proxy conflicts as in Yemen), the United States should allow 
the multipolarity in the region to serve its own vital interests, permitting re-
gional actors such Iran and Saudi Arabia to balance against each other to pre-
clude regional domination by any other state.19

Political scientist Christopher Layne and others also argue the United 
States should end its strategy of primacy as America’s hegemonic position 
makes countries like China work harder to counterbalance by increasing 
their own military might and technology. When rivals succeed, the United 
States loses more power, prestige, and credibility. Layne and fellow polit-
ical scientist John Mearsheimer suggest the strategy of offshore balancing, a 
strategy in which the United States withdraws its military presence globally 
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and relies on self- sustaining allies to balance out against rivals.20 Critically, 
this position is about restraint of US power, not necessarily disarmament, re-
trenchment, or isolationism.

As our data illustrate, the answers to America’s foreign policy dilemmas 
do not lie in greater military might or global domination, as the strategy of 
primacy would suggest.21 International politics, or great power politics as 
students of structural realism prefer to identify it, is as much about status and 
reputation as it is about relative material power. Formally, structural or neo- 
realists don’t deny that concerns other than relative material power matter, 
but in application, relative material power combined with latent capacity to 
fight and win wars is really all they care about. This is the main reason why 
so many neorealists in the 1980s failed to anticipate the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991. The genius of the H. W. Bush administration is that in all 
its dealings with Moscow and the Russian Federation’s first President Boris 
Yeltsin following the Soviet Union’s collapse, Bush treated the Russians with 
the same respect previous presidents had treated the Soviets. This was true 
even as it emerged that Russia had become a shadow of its long- feared pred-
ecessor in terms of material power and global reach. But this tradition of ge-
opolitical respect of Russia did not survive the H. W. Bush Administration. 
Americans began to speak of a “unipolar” moment— a perceived insult to 
Russia and other revisionist powers, from their perspective. This reputational 
insult became a pattern following H. W. Bush; and Russians complained 
privately that they were no longer getting the respect they believed they 
deserved.

As Yeltsin’s successor, President Vladimir Putin pushed Russia to authori-
tarian kleptocracy. As a result, Russia’s reputation further declined and its re-
peated requests to be treated with the respect due a superpower were ignored. 
Even before Putin had taken full control of Russia’s government, this resent-
ment came to a head in Kosovo in 1999, when Russia assumed NATO and the 
West would recognize Russia’s traditional interests in determining the polit-
ical structures in the aftermath of the Kosovo Crisis. When a US- led NATO 
contributed to the end of Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic’s rule and his 
ethnic cleansing policies in Kosovo, Russia took the Western humanitarian 
intervention as an insult and a precedent that Russia would later co- opt as 
justification for its war of conquest against Ukraine. While the NATO inter-
vention in Kosovo has generally been hailed as a successful humanitarian 
one, in the post- 9/ 11 era, the United States arrogated to itself the privilege 
of a great power to undertake more questionable military interventions in 
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Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria. Each new US intervention altered inter-
national norms and made it easier for other countries to justify their own 
military interventions or militaristic aspirations. If the United States can do 
it, so can we; so must we.

While primacists understand the biggest global threats as stemming 
from failed, rogue, or illiberal states, they do not connect US hegemony to 
the rise of these same threats through US regime change interventions, de-
mocratization operations, and persistent and growing military hostilities 
abroad. A heavy- handed, overstretched United States creates more blow-
back in its wake and destabilizes regions of interest by worsening the spirals 
of security dilemmas. A proper solution demands a decrease in US military 
engagements, with an attendant increase in diplomacy, intelligence sharing 
with allies, and deploying economic tools of statecraft.

The grand strategy of selective engagement might be the compromise re-
quired between the restraint and the liberal hegemony or primacy camps.22 
It could allow for a more realistic transition away from current US global 
commitments and ongoing conflicts to allow it to concentrate on matters 
that are primary interests. According to selective engagement, the United 
States should only intervene in regions that directly affect its security, leaving 
the United States to focus on its relationships with Europe, East Asia, and 
the Persian Gulf. Its main objectives would be to prevent war between great 
powers, prevent the rise of aggressive regional hegemons, and prevent nu-
clear proliferation. US goals of free trade, democratization, and human 
rights promotion may still be pursued but only if they do not interfere with 
its primary strategic interests, and only if the United States itself abides by 
its own laws. This is the real danger of exceptionalism in foreign policy (a 
problem hardly unique to the United States): it blinds the exceptional state 
to how its well- intended actions will be perceived by others. It renders those 
perceptions irrelevant. In selective engagement, the United States would 
maintain its existing alliance networks but withdraw its military forces from 
regions of the world with no capacity to hurt it militarily, ultimately reducing 
the US military footprint domestically (via lower defense spending) and 
internationally, while still promoting multilateral institutions and liberal 
ethos. In fact, the US withdrawal of forces from other regions of the world 
may be expected to significantly reduce anti- Americanism sentiments in the 
long- run. Territorial bases/ occupations matter differently because humans 
are hard- wired to prioritize control of territory. With US lift capacity, this 
hybrid grand strategy promises to be able to advance shared US and allied 
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interests without provoking nationalist backlash or empowering nationalist 
demagogues.23

In August 1988, after the United States mistakenly downed a commer-
cial Iran Air flight killing 290 civilians, then- Vice President George H. W. 
Bush said, “I will never apologize for the United States— I don’t care what 
the facts are . . . I’m not an apologize- for- America kind of guy.”24 The 
quote perfectly summarizes a defining feature of US foreign policy and 
leadership— the United States must only highlight and work within the ex-
ceptional components of its preferred identity, never facing up to the flaws 
and mistakes of its global legacy. The United States sees no double standard 
in asking Japan to apologize to Korea and China for genocide, or Germany to 
apologize to Poland for the same crime, but it has yet to make peace with its 
own genocides against indigenous North American tribes. It has yet to make 
peace with its own legacy of slavery and, after 1865, insufficient work toward 
eradicating race discrimination. But if the leadership and population of the 
United States won’t apologize for its moral failings or strategic blunders, how 
can it expect to learn from historical mistakes, bad intentions, and flawed 
policies? If there is nothing to apologize for, then there is nothing to change.

American exceptionalism blinds policymakers and citizens to stra-
tegic choices that ultimately harm both the United States and the world, 
perpetuating path dependencies. To shift away from America’s militarism, 
the US foreign policy community and the body politic must assess and ac-
cept past successes and failures to begin to make amends. Our work merely 
catalogs the frequency and intensity of US military interventions over time, 
but the implications of these interventions remain staggering not only for 
US foreign and domestic policy, but for the long- standing shared human 
interest in preventing another world war, and in building a world in which 
while maintaining space for serious differences, we find ourselves able to 
work together to resolve other threats to humanity, such as global warming 
or pandemics. It is time to apply the historical lessons and empirical findings 
of our study toward the innovation of fresh solutions and different paths to 
promote US and international security in the decades and centuries to come.
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